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Episode One
 
   A Leap of Faith
 
   Chapter One
 
   The edge of reality is an unforgiving place.
 
   There is no light out here. Just darkness. A cold unrelenting darkness that has witnessed every second, every minute, every century, and every aeon.
 
   It outlasts all.
 
   And it waits. Waits for an opportunity that comes once in the lifetime of each galactic civilization.
 
   In the cold it sits. In the darkness it watches.
 
   Until we give it the opportunity it seeks.
 
   …
 
   The Mari Sector, Research Dig Alpha 78
 
   “Are you serious? You left the levitation pads back in the jumper?” Research Manager Amy Lee crossed her arms tightly against the stiff fabric of her environmental suit. Her helmet was off – they’d already erected an environmental field around this huge cavern. So everyone was able to see her scowl. She was good at frowning, too. She’d had years of practice.
 
   Ensign Weatherby brought both his hands up and took a step back, regulation brown boots crunching over the fine gray-white rock beneath him. “They weren’t in the manifests to be brought to the dig site,” he protested.
 
   “Well you should have thought ahead. There’s no way we’re going to be able to shift thousands upon thousands of tons of rock with no levitation pads. Put your helmet on and go and get them,” Lee snapped through a clenched jaw. The powerful lights they’d set up all around the dig site gave off a tremendous glow, one that glinted along that thin slice of her glistening white teeth.
 
   Ensign Weatherby swallowed, throat pushing hard against the navy blue and black of his Star Forces uniform. He turned quickly on his heel, feet scampering as he rushed away from her.
 
   Lee stared at him, hands clamped on her hips.
 
   When she’d petitioned Star Forces Command for military assistance on this dig site, she’d kind of hoped they’d give her a crew that wasn’t wet around the ears. These kids had probably been out in space for a week.
 
   She turned suddenly, the boots of her EV suit pressing against the soft and crumbling rock of the cavern floor.
 
   Behind her was a sight she’d never seen in her career. Most digs were simple. No larger than a modern day light cruiser.
 
   This… this was different. Every time she paused to stare around the cavern, an undeniable race of nerves chased up and down her back. Sometimes it was even hard to breathe.
 
   This place was… incredible. It was on another level.
 
   The size of a city, they’d only been able to unearth half a square kilometer so far.
 
   It was enormous. It put every other dig site she’d ever worked on to shame.
 
   Behind her was a massive flat wall. It wasn’t made out of the soft white crumbly rock that littered the ground. Instead matter scans had revealed it was a never-before-seen composite of trithalium, one of the hardest substances ever identified.
 
   The wall was completely unadorned apart from a small circle lodged right in the middle. A good hundred feet from the floor, they’d had to set up scaffolding to reach it.
 
   Right now the most trusted members of her team were investigating that strange circle.
 
   A circle within a circle within a circle, etched around the insides of each concave component was an unknown script. One small enough that it was almost on the atomic level. It contained so much information that it would take a week to scan through it all. Not, of course, that anyone was close to understanding it yet.
 
   Research Manager Lee took another step towards that awesome sight. That’s when it happened. Another goddamn tremor. It shook up through the floor, chasing up the walls, rattling the scaffolding in its place. Despite the fact it was magnetically locked onto the wall, it still trembled like a palsied hand.
 
   Lee staggered to the side, dropping to one knee and securing a hand to the ground. The rock was so soft her fingers pulverized a section to dust.
 
   The tremor stopped.
 
   She punched to her feet, scanning the cavern in every direction. “Any injuries?” she snapped.
 
   Her team slowly picked themselves up from wherever they’d been standing and waved at her.
 
   She let out a terse breath and locked her hands on her hips. Then, without even realizing it, her gaze flicked up towards that massive smooth wall.
 
   Powerful hover lights roved around it, reacting to air currents as they shifted and bobbed, their bright yellow-white light illuminating the whole wall.
 
   Tension built in her chest, and before she noticed it, it trapped her breath in place, driving it hard into the back of her throat. She clenched her teeth and brought her hands up, the fingers pressing into fists.
 
   This would be the most important dig of her career. There was an unknown civilization behind that wall, she was sure of it. A dead one, of course. But she, Research Manager Lee, would be the one to drag it out into the light.
 
   Taking one step back, her gaze still locked on that wall, she finally turned. Angling her head towards the massive hover lifts that sat along the back of the cavern and allowed people to ascend to the surface above, she wondered where Ensign Weatherby had gotten to.
 
   If he wasn’t careful, he’d miss this historic moment. The moment when they would open a door into the past….
 
   …
 
   Ensign Weatherby
 
   He brought a hand up and wiped it over his helmet. The atmosphere of this old moon was unpredictable. Though there wasn’t enough air to breathe, condensation kept covering every surface. His EV suit was slicked with it. If his superiors had opted for better equipment, the suit would be able to auto adjust to the condensation, and evaporate it clean off every surface.
 
   But his superiors had not opted for better equipment. To them, this was just another dig. Important for archaeological purposes, but essentially a distraction.
 
   Tensions were building within the Alliance. Before he’d left for this dig, he’d heard a few reports of skirmishes in the Calcore Sector. He hadn’t joined the Academy to be sent on babysitting missions like this. Plus, Research Manager Lee was enough of a ball breaker that she could look after herself. She didn’t need a full contingent of Star Forces personnel just to hold her scaffolding.
 
   Bringing a hand up, Weatherby tried to clean the visor of his helmet again. Spreading his fingers, he angled his hand until the palm of his EV suit could scoop away the condensation on his visor. There were grip sensors sewn into the pads of his gloves that helped him pick up things in this otherwise cumbersome suit. They were perfect for clearing his visor, though the effect didn’t last.
 
   “Christ,” he spat, voice twisting with bitter frustration. Christ, he didn’t want to be here.
 
   He petulantly kicked at a rock by his feet. Though the move was angry, it wasn’t powerful, and yet he pulverized the rock, and it scattered fine particles of white-gray dust over his reinforced boot. He watched the dust scatter over the rounded surface of his shoe and fall back to the ground.
 
   Then that goddamned condensation made it almost impossible to see again.
 
   He was on the dark side of this moon. Though there was a star in this solar system, this damn rock turned so slowly you barely got to see it.
 
   Technically his suit had an inbuilt light source lodged into the center of his chest that could be activated with a tap. Well, his was acting up. It kept blinking on and off, sending bursts of powerful illumination scattering out over this rocky wasteland with the erratic pulse of a guttering candle.
 
   He swore again. He even tipped his head back, clenched his teeth, and let out a stifled scream.
 
   When he let his head drop, he saw something. Just at the corner of his vision, maybe 20 meters away.
 
   Then the light on his suit went out completely.
 
   His rational mind told him he’d probably seen another member of his crew – some other poor soul who’d been ordered around by Manager ball-breaker Lee.
 
   Still, he couldn’t deny the pulse of nerves that tore up his back. His fingers and toes tingled with a quick shot of adrenaline.
 
   He waited for his light to turn back on.
 
   It didn’t.
 
   Something scampered towards Ensign Weatherby. His suit was too old to pick up the sound of its erratic quick movements as it flung itself over the soft ground.
 
   It was just another dark shape on a black night.
 
   Weatherby took a step back, and his light flickered back on.
 
   He screamed.
 
   The creature was upon him. It latched its claws into his chest and ripped his suit from his body, reaching in for the flesh beneath.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Christ, I was bored out of my skull.
 
   I shouldn’t be. This was the first rest I’d had in over two months. We’d docked with the Argus Service Cluster – a group of interconnected fueling stations orbiting the Central Ruling Planet. CRP housed the galactic House of Lords and Ladies and every center of trade and scientific excellence in the Milky Way. It was also the home planet to the Star Forces Academy.
 
   I’d graduated from that very Academy almost 7 years ago now. I’d climbed quickly through the ranks of the Star Forces. Somehow. It was still a surprise to me that I was a lieutenant commander at my age.
 
   I stood with my elbows pressed against the railing before me, leaning out as I watched the view. I was in the Central Administration Hub. Behind me was a massive domed building that housed the House of Lords and Ladies, and below that the Primary Central Library of the Alliance. Though the building itself was a sight to behold, I chose to stare down from one of the many platforms that encircled it and watch the people below. Sky bridges connected the various buildings of the administration hub, blazing into light every time someone stepped across them. Due to the sheer amount of air traffic in this sector, the bridges were not stationary structures. Rather they were made of electrified light pads that followed a person as they picked their path through the very air.
 
   When I’d been a kid, sky bridges had blown my mind. They seemed like such a leap of faith. You had to take a step and wait for the electrified pad to form under your foot.
 
   If it didn’t form?
 
   You fell.
 
   A leap of faith.
 
   Those words echoed in my mind as I brought a hand up and ran it over my chin, short fingernails raking through my afternoon stubble.
 
   Why did it feel as if everything I was doing these days was a leap of faith?
 
   I wasn’t a dramatic man. I’d been trained well. I knew that one of the greatest threats you would ever face was your own mind. Space travel had come a long way since humanity had first set out to explore the stars. Still, there was something so alien and lonely about those vast wastelands of space. If you didn’t have your wits about you, it would turn against you.
 
   Something was happening in the galaxy. It had been building for years now. Discontent. Whispers of a new enemy. As every year passed, I heard more and more stories. Maybe they were just that – stories – or maybe they were more. But one thing was for sure: there was a growing disquiet amongst the citizens of the Alliance. I saw it reflected in the faces of my crew. You had to concentrate to notice it, but it was there, in every new wrinkle, in every narrowed gaze, in every tight-lipped frown.
 
   It was as if the Milky Way was building towards… something.
 
   Something.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, I heard your ship docked this morning,” someone said from behind me.
 
   The soft words, the lilting accent – there was only one person it could be.
 
   I turned around to see Lady Argoza. Her family ruled over an area of space at least 100 systems wide. They were one of the most powerful forces within the House of Lords and Ladies. And they were good, kind-hearted folk, which seemed to be a rarity these days.
 
   Though the Lady was only my age, I’d grown up with tales of her humanitarian missions. With nothing but her personal guard in tow, she would go into disaster areas to offer aid. She’d also be present at the aftermath of battles, administering to the wounded and supplying much-needed medical equipment.
 
   She was a saint.
 
   And she was also stunning.
 
   Her race had the smoothest, softest skin, and the most vibrant wide eyes. Locks of ice-white hair tumbled down from her head, and her smile was the kind that could take you to the stars.
 
   My lips kinked into an awkward grin, and I instantly brought up a hand to smooth down my short hair. “Lady?” There was the slightest kick of nerves to my tone. I could command troops into battle, but it always did me in every time I tried to talk with Argoza.
 
   A lovely smile spread across her lips. She clasped her hands before herself, and she nodded low, hair tumbling over the dark blue collar of her tunic. “I assume you will be at the function tonight?”
 
   “I’d better if I want to keep my command – it is being held in our honor, after all. So it would be pretty rude not to show up,” I said, instantly regretting my choice of words. They sounded flippant and arrogant.
 
   Driving my teeth together I tried to hide a wince.
 
   There was no point in acting like a love-struck teenager around Lady Argoza – half the goddamn galaxy was after her. A simple lieutenant commander in the Star Forces had no chance.
 
   Still, I swear she put more effort into her smile, her soft lips pushing high into her cheekbones. “Of course. I will be there too,” she said as she kept her hands clasped in front of her, and she took a low bow, “I would relish the opportunity to thank you for your heroic efforts.”
 
   I had to try extremely hard to stifle a snort.
 
   Heroic efforts? I’d been doing my job. The same with my crew. When we come across that civilian transport being drawn towards a black hole, it had been our duty to intervene. Leave them to die, and we would have gone against everything we’d been taught.
 
   We weren’t heroes. We’d just been there at the right time.
 
   Maybe Argoza could sense what I was thinking because she shook her head lightly. “You sell yourself short, to borrow a phrase from your own people. You are a hero, Lieutenant Commander Shepherd,” she said my name slowly, and it sounded like honey pouring from her lips.
 
   I found myself smiling again.
 
   “Will you be in the capital for long?”
 
   “Just a couple of days. There will be the function tonight, then my ship has to go through routine maintenance. Then we’ll be… off on a mission,” I said. I didn’t need to tell her the details of that mission – to be honest, I barely knew them myself.
 
   Such was the nature of my job.
 
   Approximately six months ago I’d been recruited into the Fair Strike Operation. A top-secret intelligence mission for the Joint Admirals Committee. I’d been given a top-of-the-line prototype reconnaissance vessel and a crew hand-picked from the best.
 
   Our remit was simple: carry out the orders of the Joint Committee, whenever they were received. You could be halfway through rec leave only to be ordered to a mission halfway across the galaxy. It didn’t matter.
 
   My crew and I were here to serve.
 
   It was an honor – one of the greatest honors in the Star Forces. Only the cream of the crop were picked for the Fair Strike Operation. Almost everyone else only knew it as a legend.
 
   “If you find yourself in need of company, I am at your disposal.” With her hands still pressed in front of her chest, Argoza nodded low once more.
 
   Damn, I could have blushed at that. “No, no, Lady, you’re far too busy to hang out with the likes of me.”
 
   She looked confused, then another one of those pleasant smile spread her lips. “We choose what is important in our lives.”
 
   A kick of nerves raced through my gut.
 
   But before the nerves could ignite into anything interesting, someone called the Lady’s name. She arched her long elegant neck around as one of her many aides came breathlessly to her side.
 
   “Lady, the House of Lords and Ladies is about to begin voting on the new security policy.”
 
   Lady Argoza’s once pleasant smile froze, and she gave a determined nod. “Very well.” She turned to walk away but then turned to face me. Those laser-like white-blue eyes reminded me of stars on a moonless night. “I will see you tonight, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   With that, she walked away, her robes floating around her.
 
   Unashamedly, I stared until she was out of sight.
 
   Then my mind caught up with me. The House of Lords and Ladies was about to vote on the new security measures.
 
   I knew which way the vote would swing.
 
   Though there were still a few voices of reason in the House of Lords and Ladies, a growing disquiet was spreading like wildfire. While there were no new threats to speak of, there was a definite sense of tension in the air.
 
   And when people are afraid, they do stupid things. It hadn’t taken long for one of the Mandrican senators to suggest sweeping changes to the security laws. They would tighten up immigration, provide the Star Forces with new enforcement powers, and, most importantly, they would redirect resources for more ships and more weapons.
 
   The Star Forces was already battle-ready. We had more cruisers than we knew what to do with. Most of them were just sitting around in dock waiting for the day they’d be needed. But if that day never came, they’d be a massive waste of time and resources.
 
   But….
 
   But – but something. Something was happening. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but this galaxy was changing, almost from beneath my feet.
 
   As I thought that, I looked down at my polished regulation boots, then let my gaze slide up until I stared past the city and to the horizon beyond. Locking my gaze on the point where the land met the heavens, I concentrated.
 
   It was time to push away my disquiet, if only for a few hours, and prepare for the function tonight.
 
   Then I could worry about the future. Because then I would be on the bridge of my ship, and I’d be able to do something about it.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I stood with my head pressed up against the door. I ground my sweaty flesh against the smooth metal, face contorted in pain, eyes squeezed shut.
 
   With bared teeth, I waited for my agony to pass.
 
   My hands jittered by my sides, my body now so sweaty it had soaked through the blue-black of my Star Forces’ uniform.
 
   Another wave of pain hit me, and I brought my head back and slammed it against the door, letting out a soft whimper as I did.
 
   It didn’t help. Nothing would.
 
   Except more compound 78.
 
   In a snap, the pain ended, and the nausea washed over me instead.
 
   I took a staggering step back and locked a hand over my mouth. My fingers slipped over my skin, and it wasn’t until I dug my nails into my flesh that they stilled.
 
   For several moments I stood there and forced myself to breathe. With my eyes half closed, I staggered backwards and forwards, my limbs like jelly.
 
   Now the nausea abated. It was replaced with a high-pitched ringing echoing through my head.
 
   It felt like horrendous static building in my brain.
 
   With one last tortured gasp, it too ended.
 
   I staggered over to the adjacent wall, planted a hand into it, and guided myself to my knees. My fingers left sweaty prints trailing down the smooth plain metal.
 
   I brought my knees up and crunched them hard against my chest, locking my head against them with my arms as I rocked back and forth.
 
   I had to get more of the compound. If I didn’t, I’d fall apart.
 
   With a deep breath, I blinked my eyes open quickly and rested my head against the wall behind me. At first my gaze was unfocused, but slowly my eyesight cleared. I stared at the plain ceiling of my quarters.
 
   Fortunately my roommate was on duty. Not that she was actually my roommate. I wasn’t stationed aboard this vessel – I’d been picked up with a number of other crew from the Light Cruiser Fargo. She’d faced mechanical troubles after a critical failure in our engine cores, and this ship – the Godspeed – had assisted.
 
   That critical failure had, in part, been caused by me.
 
   Not intentionally, but did that matter?
 
   I brought my head forward and slammed it against the wall behind me. The move echoed around the room.
 
   I released my hands from around my knees and pinched a trembling hand over the bridge of my nose.
 
   Though the bulk of the pain had passed, there was always a constant headache driving through my skull. It felt like someone taking a sonic ice pick to my cranium.
 
   As much as I wanted to stay there pressed up against the wall, I couldn’t.
 
   I had to get off this ship.
 
   Then I needed to find more of the compound.
 
   I couldn’t function without it. And if I didn’t find a way to function, they’d find me.
 
   If they found me, they’d drag me back to their facility and continue their experiments.
 
   Though it was hard, I pushed myself to my feet. My fatigued limbs shook back and forth, but within seconds settled.
 
   I pressed my lips together and took a deep breath through my nostrils.
 
   I was calming.
 
   By my reckoning I’d have another few hours before my next attack.
 
   I brought my fingers up and neatened my collar, running a hand down my trim uniform.
 
   Then I walked into the tiny bathroom of my quarters and dried my sweaty body with the directional heater.
 
   Once I was done, I walked out of my door, and out of the ship.
 
   I couldn’t afford to stay in one place for too long.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   This was one hell of a function.
 
   I wouldn’t call it a party, though. Not for me. My crew, however, were having a great time.
 
   They deserved it.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   I kept eyeing the balcony outside. The air out there would be cool, and the constant drone of the party wouldn’t reach through the flex glass walls.
 
   Though I was holding a drink – actual champagne from Earth – I hadn’t bothered to take a sip. Instead my fingers periodically tightened around the flute, the tension referring down my wrist and deep into my arm.
 
   I caught sight of my reflection a few times in the shiny panel of the bar. The top brass had really gone all out, and there were actual bottles of real alcohol lined up on the shelves, reminiscent of that old Earth style I was so fond of.
 
   In principle, I should have been enjoying this party. In practice, I couldn’t push the nerves from my mind. Every time I smiled and joked with a member of my crew, my disquiet was right there at the edges of my thoughts, waiting for a quiet moment until it could take over.
 
   I saw a break in the crowd, and pushed forward to move through it, keeping my gaze locked on the quiet balcony outside.
 
   That’s when I heard a low grumble by my left. “Fleeing already, Lieutenant Commander?”
 
   I turned to see Commander F’val. He was from the Mancor race. Tall, he had a powerful build, sinewy muscles leading up to an angled jackal-like jaw. Despite the color of his skin, he looked unnervingly similar to those dog-headed gods from ancient Egypt.
 
   “I wouldn’t call it fleeing, just retreating. You know me, Commander, I never lose a battle.”
 
   The Commander drew back his lips and laughed. It was a harsh, hiss of a noise. “Not in the mood to enjoy your own party?”
 
   I considered the Commander’s question in silence.
 
   My silence was enough to answer his question.
 
   “Did you hear the results of the House of Lords and Ladies vote today?”
 
   I nodded stiffly.
 
   “To think, they are so eager to keep giving us more and more power, and yet no direction. Don’t they know what happens to an over-resourced army?”
 
   “It rusts and dies,” I said, incapable of keeping the bitterness from my tone.
 
   “Or it turns against its masters,” the Commander said as he brought up his glass and made a mock salute. “Not, of course, that anyone within my ranks would be disloyal to the Alliance.”
 
   I smiled. It was a brief move. I found my gaze slipping towards the quiet balcony once more.
 
   F’val gave a soft snort. “Don’t let me stop you.”
 
   “No, that’s alright,” I began, but the Commander had already turned away.
 
   I considered him as he walked towards the bar. He had such a powerful figure, but his power didn’t stop there. It was laced through every movement and every word. Unlike me, F’val had been in the Star Forces for decades. He’d lived through countless skirmishes and commanded his crew through a multitude of victories.
 
   He had wisdom where all I had was a niggling sense that something… wasn’t right.
 
   As that thought stabbed through my mind once more, I let out a frustrated sigh, and I made my determined way towards the balcony.
 
   I walked right through the flex glass, and it reformed seamlessly around me, letting out nothing but a slight popping noise like bubbles breaking.
 
   I expected to be alone on this balcony.
 
   I wasn’t.
 
   There was a woman standing with her arms pressed against the railing, her shoulders hunched inwards. She had short plain strawberry-blond hair that was cut blunt to her jawline. She had a slight figure that didn't stand out from the crowd.
 
   In fact, everything about her was unremarkable. And yet, I still recognized her. Ensign Amelia Jenks.
 
   She wasn’t a member of my crew, we’d just given her a lift with the other members of the Light Cruiser Fargo.
 
   Because the top brass were feeling in a particularly generous mood, all of the Fargo’s crew had also been invited to this function.
 
   Most of the rest of them were inside, quaffing the genuine alcohol and feasting on the fine cuisine.
 
   She, however, stood there and stared at the night sky.
 
   As her hands clutched the railing, they gave a slight tremble.
 
   She must be cold, I figured.
 
   I wasn’t sure whether I should disturb her, so I walked up to the railing a few meters away and tried to focus on the view.
 
   My gaze kept slipping back to her.
 
   Quiet. Contained. There didn’t seem to be a hell of a lot going on with Ensign Jenks. Still, as she turned to me briefly, I gave her an encouraging smile. “I hope you’re enjoying the party, Ensign.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant Commander, I am,” she said quickly, but from the dazed look in her eye I could tell her words were automatic.
 
   I gave her another smile.
 
   She didn’t reciprocate. She kept looking past me, eyes locked on the night sky. Her gaze didn’t drift down to the city, they just locked on the horizon.
 
   I found myself frowning. There was a definite… somber quality to her watchfulness. It reached deep inside me and—
 
   “Lieutenant Commander Shepherd,” a familiar voice said from behind me.
 
   I turned, a smile spreading over my lips long before I saw her.
 
   Lady Argoza. She was dressed in a magnificent purple and gold gown. With a high-cut neckline and elegant sleeves, it hugged her form perfectly. With her blazing white-blue eyes and her shimmering, almost transparent frost-colored hair, she was easily one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.
 
   “Why are you out here, Lieutenant Commander?”
 
   “Just getting some air,” I replied. “It’s such a pleasant night, and—”
 
   Before I knew what she was doing, Lady Argoza reached up and hooked an arm through mine. “The night can wait. You should enjoy this party… you’ve earned it.”
 
   Even though I followed every word she said, I got the strange feeling she actually meant something else.
 
   I shouldn’t enjoy this party because I’d earned it; I should enjoy it because it would be the last I would see for a long time to come.
 
   As the Lady led me away, I found my head turning, my gaze drifting back to Ensign Jenks.
 
   She hadn’t moved. There was a definite tension in her shoulders as she latched hold of the railing, and just as I walked through the flex glass, I saw her hands tremble once more.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I couldn’t take this any longer.
 
   I left the party, quietly, avoiding everyone.
 
   Which wasn’t hard. Amongst the crew of the Fargo, I was known as a loner. I had no friends, I interacted with no one. I kept to myself and followed orders.
 
   I couldn’t afford companionship. I couldn’t drag anyone else into this nightmare.
 
   By the time I made it out into the expansive corridor beyond the function room, my brow was plastered with sweat.
 
   I had to find more of the compound, and I had to find it now.
 
   I’d foolishly thought I’d have a few more hours until another seizure struck me. I’d been wrong.
 
   If it had been up to me, I wouldn’t have come to this party. But it wasn’t up to me. It had been a command. The Star Forces told you went to work, went to rest, and when to play.
 
   They also told you when it was time to die.
 
   I walked quickly, arms huddled around my middle, fingers digging hard into my forearms.
 
   I clenched my teeth together and kept my head angled to the side, avoiding eye contact with any passers-by.
 
   I was currently in the administrative district. This district housed the Star Forces Academy and the House of Lords and Ladies, as well as the other crucial administrative centers that ran the Alliance. Beyond this district were the trade markets.
 
   If I were lucky, I’d find what I was looking for there.
 
   Nobody would be able to sell me any compound 78. Not in its isolated form. I would have to synthesize it from Omega class weapons. And Omega class weapons were very much illegal.
 
   If you’d asked me several years ago, I would have said it would be impossible to get such weapons on the capital planet of the Alliance.
 
   Now I knew better.
 
   This Alliance was rotten to the core.
 
   I pushed my way into a lift, half staggering past two surprised guests. “Close the doors and take me to the ground level,” I commanded before they had a chance to enter the lift.
 
   As the doors swept closed with a hiss, I unlocked one shaking hand from around my middle and planted it on my brow, forcing the fingernails hard into my flesh. Pressing my palm over my eyes, I didn’t remove it until several seconds later when I arrived at the ground floor.
 
   Dropping my hand and taking a calming breath, I walked out.
 
   I had to keep blinking to refocus my gaze; it was starting to become fuzzy around the edges.
 
   It was a cool night, and there was a pleasant brisk breeze sweeping along the streets.
 
   On the ground floor of the administration district were wide white walkways interspersed with low gardens and lakes.
 
   Before I’d been discovered and taken into the program, I’d loved nature. I’d always dreamt of traveling to some pristine planet somewhere and living out my days free from the pressures of the modern galaxy.
 
   I’d never get the chance. Forevermore I’d be on the run. Though I could try to go to ground on some distant world, it wouldn’t last. I needed compound 78 to survive. And if I stopped taking it… things would happen.
 
   My only option was to keep moving, from planet to planet, sourcing more and more compound 78.
 
   I needed to keep hidden from them – the people who’d done this to me. The best way to do that was under their goddamn noses.
 
   I’d changed my identity, buying a new one from Manticar Raiders. To the Alliance, I was now Ensign Amelia Jenks. The Raiders were good, and nobody had a clue who I really was.
 
   If I wanted to keep it that way, I had to get more 78.
 
   I quickly made my way across the grounds to the nearest transport hub. There, it was a relatively short trip to the trade district.
 
   Short, that was, for somebody who wasn’t breaking apart on the inside.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   The Mari Sector, Research Dig Alpha 78
 
   Manager Amy Lee stood over the body… or whatever remained of it. A few of her researchers had found it.
 
   They’d set up a security perimeter and had already activated an environmental field.
 
   It was safe to breathe, yet she didn’t really want to take off her helmet.
 
   Take off her helmet, and there’d be nothing between her and the torn bloody remains in the dust.
 
   Her muscles were tense, her fists clenched by her sides.
 
   Ensign Weatherby had been an idiot, but he hadn’t deserved this.
 
   … Whatever this was.
 
   This moon was uninhabited. Apart from the crew at the dig site, there should be nobody on this rock.
 
   Well, there had to be something. The injuries Weatherby had sustained weren’t natural. He hadn’t fallen over. The ground hadn’t given out from underneath him and crushed his body.
 
   No. His EV suit had been torn to shreds, the flesh within ripped apart – leaving the unmistakable impression of claws.
 
   Whatever had done this had torn right through his chest.
 
   There was blood everywhere. It was mixing with the condensation of this planet, but it was still thick and sticky by her feet.
 
   Lieutenant Hargrove – the leader of her Space Forces detachment – stood above the Ensign’s body, his expression both grim and concerned.
 
   To him, this mission was simple. This wasn’t the kind of operation where people died.
 
   Hating that her hand trembled, she brought it up and wiped it over the visor of her helmet.
 
   “Just take the damn thing off,” Hargrove growled, voice low and rumbling.
 
   “There’s no need for that tone,” she managed as she reluctantly disengaged the seal of her helmet and pulled it off, a cloud of condensation puffing around her face before it dissipated.
 
   “Don’t you dare,” Hargrove snapped. “The report you submitted to Star Forces said there would be no threats on this moon. You said this place was uninhabited.”
 
   “It is uninhabited.”
 
   “Something did that to him.” Hargrove extended a stiff finger at what remained of the Ensign’s body.
 
   “A ship must have landed,” she began.
 
   “Our ship hasn’t detected any incoming vessels. There is no one on this moon but us.”
 
   She shivered. The move snaked deep into her body, making every muscle tremble. She brought up her hand to wipe it over her face, but stopped when she felt the rough fabric of the EV suit. As her fingers shifted in front of her face, she saw a faint shimmer of red. “What the hell is this?” she hissed.
 
   Hargrove barely looked at her. “It’s his blood. It’s evaporating and mixing with the air. It’s this moon’s goddamn atmosphere. We need to act quickly if we are to preserve the crime scene.”
 
   “Crime scene?” she stuttered, finally tearing her gaze off that thin film of red and staring at Hargrove.
 
   “You said yourself, this planet is uninhabited, and if my ship hasn’t sensed anyone landing, that leaves one thing.” He stared at her directly, his lined brow pressing against his eyes.
 
   “… What?”
 
   “One of your crew did this to my man,” Hargrove’s voice dropped so low she could barely register it.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I will find who did this.”
 
   Research Manager Lee was used to holding her ground. Supervising dig sites, especially ones as large as this, required a sense of discipline and control. She was never afraid of a fight.
 
   Yet now she couldn’t stop the fear from tracing up and down her back. It lodged deep into the base of her spine, leaving her with the sudden urge to run.
 
   Not from Hargrove. Despite the menace lacing his tone, she wasn’t scared of him.
 
   She was, however, terrified because he was wrong.
 
   Her crew hadn’t done this.
 
   She looked down at the remains of Ensign Weatherby once more.
 
   Her crew hadn’t done this.
 
   So who or what had?
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I’d found an empty alleyway in the lower quarters of the trade district.
 
   I was shaking now.
 
   Shaking so badly that everything was shaking with me.
 
   I wasn’t crazy. It was really happening.
 
   There were a few discarded mag crates to my side, and as my body trembled, they shifted and shook on the floor.
 
   I pressed a sweaty hand into the wall and tried to stabilize myself. Closing my eyes hard and clenching my jaw, I tried and tried and tried to control my breath.
 
   I’d found an Omega weapon. And I’d isolated the compound. Now I just had to calm down long enough to use it.
 
   At my feet was an old military grade medi-pack. Inside was an isolation needle. A small device that sat in the palm of your hand, you filled the vial at the back with whatever substance you wanted and rotated it to activate it. An electro-needle would shoot from the tip. About an inch long, it could deliver its payload to any part of the body instantly. Its diameter was microscopic, leaving barely a pin prick incision in the skin.
 
   I clenched my teeth harder and harder until it felt as if I’d grind them into dust. Rocking back and forth on my feet, my sweaty fingertips leaving streaks along the wall, I waited for the seizure to pass.
 
   The whole hallway started to shake now. The walls trembled under my touch, matching the tremors in my limbs.
 
   The abandoned crates to the left shook so badly they were like dice being rolled together.
 
   My mouth fell open and a whimper came out.
 
   “Come on,” I begged, “come on.”
 
   I just couldn’t medicate myself while still having a seizure. I could accidentally destroy the needle or rupture the vial, scattering the precious compound 78 onto this well-trodden floor. I simply wouldn’t have the strength to go and find more.
 
   So I had to wait.
 
   God, I had to wait.
 
   I fell to one knee, then the other, head dropping towards the floor, short hair cutting in front of my face and forming a fan in front of my sweaty brow.
 
   Then finally, finally, just as the whole hallway shook as if in the throes of an earthquake, it stopped.
 
   Relief.
 
   I fell to the side, shoulder banging into the floor, hair cascading over my shoulder.
 
   Closing my eyes, I swallowed, then groped towards the medi-pack.
 
   With fingers barely under my control, I opened it and grabbed the electro-needle within.
 
   I had to stop breathing in order to steady my hand. With every desperate breath, it would wobble backwards and forwards, and I couldn’t afford to have an unsteady aim.
 
   Closing my eyes briefly, I angled the needle towards my chest.
 
   I plunged it in.
 
   The electro-needle penetrated right through my flesh, delivering the payload directly to my heart.
 
   I held the needle until it beeped.
 
   Then dropped it and fell onto my back, one massive convulsion tearing through my body. My regulation boots skidded across the floor as my chest thrashed up and down.
 
   ….
 
   Then nothing.
 
   Stillness.
 
   Blessed stillness.
 
   Even the ringing in my mind stopped. The headache I’d endured since the last dose of 78 was swept away.
 
   Cherished silence filled me completely.
 
   I lay there on the floor for as long as I dared.
 
   This building’s sensors would have picked up the tremors in this corridor.
 
   I had to leave.
 
   Rolling onto my stomach, I forced myself to my knees. I planted a hand over my mouth, dragging down my lips and cheeks until my bottom eyelids puckered.
 
   With one last blink, I staggered to my feet. I swept a hand down and grabbed the medi-pack.
 
   I’d already disposed of the Omega gun.
 
   I stumbled until my muscles settled and my gait became even. Then I swept a hand over my brow, cleaning off the muck that had settled there. I ran her fingers through my short hair, and neatened my collar.
 
   I walked through the lower districts until I reached a transport lift. With the medi-pack still tucked under my arm, I took the elevator up to one of the observation paths that connected the various trade district buildings.
 
   I walked out into the open air, feeling the chill wind race across my skin.
 
   For the first time since I’d arrived, it was invigorating. Briefly closing my eyes, I pressed my lips together, and took a deep breath through my nostrils. I let the sweet cool air settle in my lungs before I opened my eyes and strode out across the promenade.
 
   I followed it around the sides of several tall towers. Though it was night, everything was well lit. Around the buildings I could see the lines of traveling traffic, here and there the undersides of hulls and wings glistening under the nightlights.
 
   There was a constant low hum to the air. Now I was functioning again, I could even feel the slight tremble pickup through my boots and up into my knees.
 
   Unlike the administrative district, there weren’t too many people walking the promenade at this hour. At any hour, in fact. People didn’t come here for the view – they came here to buy and sell. Most of the trade happened within the primary towers, not out here with a view which could distract from proceedings.
 
   I kept walking, aiming for one of the primary transport hubs. Sensing I was now alone, I angled towards the railing to my left. It gave a view of the sheer side of the building. If you pressed your hands into it and angled your head over the side, you could see right down through the lines of traffic to the street far, far below. At night it was a glistening sea of lights interspersed by the black bodies of towers.
 
   I had no interest in the view.
 
   I reached the railing, and while still walking casually tossed the medi-pack over the side of the building.
 
   It was small enough that no sensors would pick it up. It would bounce off the hover traffic until it shattered on the city streets far below.
 
   Smoothing my hair behind my ear, I walked away.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepard
 
   “That’s a hell of a mission, Admiral,” I managed. I was standing in my quarters on my own ship. Though I’d been provided with a well-appointed room in the capital, I didn’t want it.
 
   I wanted my own bed. Though it was simple, it was all I needed.
 
   Despite the fact I was the Commander of the Godspeed, my quarters were ordinary. This wasn’t a luxury cruiser; it was a reconnaissance vessel.
 
   Still, there was enough room for a large circular bed, a workbench, a comms station, and a small bathroom.
 
   I also had a window. Along the side of the wall that connected my bed and workbench, it was the one luxury I’d requested. The one thing I couldn’t live without.
 
   I always wanted to know where I was going. More than that, I needed to know where I was.
 
   I’d been working before the Admiral had called. Trying to modify a weapon. Why?
 
   That was a good question.
 
   It was a simple task which helped calm my nerves.
 
   You would think rec leave would be enough to do that, but you’d be wrong. My short visit to the capital had done nothing but further ignite that slow burning sense of dread.
 
   Then the Admiral had called.
 
   Admiral Duval was half Baytiq and half human. It left her with a strange mix of features – three eyes, pencil like hair, and a thin-lipped mouth.
 
   It was sometimes hard to read her emotions, but never hard to understand her words.
 
   She was one of the most direct superiors I’d ever dealt with.
 
   “These are strange times,” she said, tone quiet. “It is hard to know who we can trust.”
 
   Even for a straight talker that comment threw me. I felt my brow press hard into my eyes as my lips thinned into a frown. “What?”
 
   She held my gaze and shook her head. “Never mind, Lieutenant Commander. All we ask you is that you follow through with your mission. You must travel to the Hari Sector and track down the leader of the rebellion.”
 
   “A rebellion we aren’t even sure is going to happen,” I countered as I crossed my arms. I was wearing a loose fitting shirt and pants. I’d changed into them before realizing sleep would be elusive tonight. They felt distractingly light and free compared to the stiff collar of my Alliance Star Forces uniform.
 
   “We have enough information to suggest that a rebellion is imminent. We must track down those spreading discontent. At a time like this,” her voice became unusually quiet, “we cannot afford to be split asunder.”
 
   Her words left a chill spreading over my back.
 
   I had to ground my feet into the soft carpet of the floor not to shiver.
 
   My mouth was strangely dry. Clearing my throat, I took a breath. “This is going to be no easy task.”
 
   “That is why we are sending you.” She held my gaze directly. “With your exemplary record, we know that we can trust you.”
 
   I nodded. Not at first. The move came late. I don’t know why… it just did.
 
   “Good night, Lieutenant Commander. I suggest you enjoy your last night of leave – you will be leaving in the morning.”
 
   I swallowed and nodded. By the time I looked up, the Admiral’s transmission had ended.
 
   I stood there and stared at the comms panel with its softly blinking lights. Then I took a step back, opened my palms, and pressed them against my face. I took another step back and another until I felt the curve of my bed pressing into my knees.
 
   Crumpling, I let myself lie back on the bed, and dropped my hands from my face.
 
   Then I stared blankly at the ceiling.
 
   I was a good soldier. I’d grown up hearing that. From my father, from everyone. I was the kind of soldier who followed orders and never asked questions.
 
   I never asked questions. Even when they started to burn a hole through my gut.
 
   I hadn’t received my full orders yet. The Admiral wanted me to track down the leader of the rebellion first. When I found them, I would receive my next orders.
 
   Orders I may not agree with.
 
   The rebellion was just a myth, or that’s what an ordinary person would say. The Alliance had ushered in a new peace to a once tumultuous Milky Way. Why would anyone in their right mind jeopardize that?
 
   The rebels, if they existed, must be arrogant, dangerous fools intent on destroying the safety of others.
 
   So it was right to track them down and eradicate them.
 
   … Right?
 
   I balled a hand into a fist and struck it onto the bed clothes beside me. The move was weak.
 
   I was weak.
 
   Protecting the galaxy from scavengers and pirates I could understand. Turning against the Alliance’s own citizens… that was harder to accept.
 
   I suddenly pushed myself up, feeling nervous tension build in my body.
 
   I glanced towards the window. It showed the inside of the Argus Service Cluster fueling station. My ship was still in dry dock, after all.
 
   Suddenly the Admiral’s advice came back to me. Enjoy my last night of rec leave.
 
   Though I was bone tired, I still pulled on some casual clothes and walked from my room, hands stowed firmly in the pockets of my jacket.
 
   It didn’t take long to make it out of my ship and along one of the metal gangways that connected my vessel to the primary docking ring.
 
   With my hands still stowed in my pockets and my shoulders hunched, I kept to myself as I passed crew from various other ships.
 
   Without my uniform, I was just another civilian.
 
   Staring at my boots as I walked, listening to the slight echoing bounce of the metal gangway as I took every step, I tried to lull myself into a false sense of calm.
 
   By the time I reached the main civilian areas of the station, a glum frown had set hard around my lips.
 
   There was no way I was going to enjoy this last night off.
 
   Though I walked past several bars, and even saw a few of my own crew, I did not join them.
 
   Instead I headed to the main observation deck and then right past it. There was another small observation area tucked in behind it that few people used. Rather than show an unimpeded view of the planet below, it was directed out at space. Due to the light pollution of the station, you could barely see any stars.
 
   There wasn’t much to look at, and that was the point. Nobody would disturb me.
 
   I entered the secondary observation deck, hands still stowed in my pockets. Head still directed at my shoes, it took me a moment to realize I wasn’t alone.
 
   There was a woman sitting on the single small couch that was directed towards the circular window.
 
   Her hands were rested in her lap, her head angled down to stare at them.
 
   A prickle of recognition escaped down my spine as I realized who it was. From the short strawberry-blond hair to her morose disposition, it was Ensign Jenks.
 
   I hesitated, wondering whether I should just leave.
 
   She turned before I could.
 
   Her gaze flicked towards me. You couldn’t say she had pretty eyes. They were nothing compared to the stunning white-blue of Argoza’s pupils. But there was a certain quality about Ensign Jenks’ stare. It was the type of gaze I imagined a trapped tiger would give. Wary, guarded - someone who had not given up hope of escape.
 
   My lips twitched into a smile. “Sorry for disturbing you, Ensign,” I mumbled.
 
   “If you were looking for a place to sit,” she rose to her feet, took a step back, and indicated the small couch, “go ahead. I was just leaving.”
 
   She was not just leaving. It was clear she was only getting up because I had arrived.
 
   My hands were still in my pockets, and my fingers drummed against the side of my legs as I wondered how to handle this.
 
   There was clearly something going on with Ensign Jenks. But she’d only been a member of my crew for a few short days, and even then it was merely a technicality.
 
   She wasn’t my responsibility, in other words.
 
   That didn’t stop me from walking further into the room and planting myself beside the window. I shot her another encouraging close-lipped smile.
 
   She didn’t appear to know what to do with it. She took a step back, and it was obvious she was about to leave.
 
   “You don’t need to leave on my account, Ensign,” I said, authority pitching through my tone.
 
   The authority had its intended purpose, and she stopped, albeit for a fraction of a second. She tilted her head towards me, that angular hair sliding across her face to frame that trapped stare.
 
   I found myself swallowing. “You left the party early tonight.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have thought anyone would have noticed, sir.” She didn’t look at me as she spoke, preferring to let her gaze slip towards the door.
 
   “It wasn’t just thrown for my crew. The Fargo went through a hell of an incident. If you’re…” I trailed off. I wanted to tell her that if she’d suffered some kind of trauma from it, she could get help.
 
   But I stopped myself. Something told me that Ensign Jenks’ troubles extended further than recent events.
 
   She took another step back.
 
   My training told me I should just let her leave. My training didn’t always win out. Occasionally the man underneath would raise his little head and tell me to do the right thing, not the accepted thing. “I could use a little company, to be honest,” I lied.
 
   She looked confused. Fair enough. It wasn’t every day that a lieutenant commander imposed companionship upon an ensign he barely knew.
 
   Hopefully she wouldn’t get the wrong idea about this.
 
   … Or any idea, in fact – it looked as if she’d barely registered my words.
 
   As her gaze slipped from the window then back to the door, it was clear she was… running from something.
 
   Maybe it was just me and my odious company, or maybe Ensign Jenks needed to let something off her chest.
 
   “Where are you going to be stationed after the Fargo?” I asked, realizing the only legitimate way to keep her in the room was to pepper her with official questions, questions she would be obliged to answer as I was her superior officer.
 
   “I have a temporary posting on the Ra’xon. She’s coming into dock soon.” She never made eye contact when she spoke.
 
   “The Ra’xon, ha? That’s a flagship. What’s your specialty?”
 
   “I don’t have one. I’m on general rotation at the moment. I’m not staying on the Ra’xon – it will just take me to my next posting.”
 
   I nodded. Then I pushed my mind into the task of finding another question – any question to keep her in the room.
 
   “How long have you been in the Star Forces?”
 
   This time her gaze locked on the floor between us and seemed as if it would not lift, even if the window behind us shattered and shot us out into space. “A few years now.”
 
   Most enlisted recruits would be able to tell you how long they’d been in the Star Forces down to the day. It was drilled into them at every opportunity. How much time you sacrificed for the Alliance was your greatest honor. Or so they told us at the Academy.
 
   “Which Academy did you graduate from?”
 
   She took a snapped step backwards, her short hair swinging under her jaw until she finally tipped her head back and stared at me. “There’s no need to engage me in conversation, sir. If you wish for company, I suggest you head to one of the bars.” With that, she turned on her heel and walked out.
 
   No salute, no goodbye, she just stalked away from me.
 
   I spluttered. I could have pulled her up – could have told her to stop where she was and treat me like an officer.
 
   I didn’t. I watched her go.
 
   I got the sudden urge to follow her.
 
   I didn’t follow through with it. That would be stalking, and I really doubted that when the Admiral had told me to enjoy my last night, she’d envisaged I’d spend it skulking around after some random ensign.
 
   Instead I let out a rattling sigh, pressing a hand up and over my face until my fingers raked across my short hair.
 
   Turning, I sat down roughly on the low couch.
 
   I placed my hands on my knees, crumpled my shoulders, and finally I raised my head and stared at the view.
 
   I should stop distracting myself. I should figure out what I was going to do when I reached the Hari System.
 
   I brought a tensed hand up and pushed my fingers across my brow, letting them drop until they cupped my chin, my grip so tight it was like I was trying to choke myself.
 
   I didn’t get the chance.
 
   I heard soft laughter from behind me. “Really? This is how we’re going to spend your last night off in several months?” A light voice asked.
 
   I turned with a grin. “Lieutenant Annabelle Williams, are you stalking me?”
 
   Lieutenant Williams snorted, a move that did not match the delicate beauty of the tall brunette. She marched into the room, boots slapping hard against the polished floor. Then she stood before me, neck arched back, arms crossed in front of her chest. “Stalking implies some effort, Nathan. I knew you’d be here. I just knew you’d spend your last night of freedom tucked into some lonely corner rather than celebrating with the rest of us.”
 
   “Rest of us?” My brow crumpled.
 
   She reached behind her and gesticulated with her hand. Suddenly a hologram leaped up from the implant in her left wrist. “I have new orders, Nathan, and they’re to accompany you on your next mission. So you don’t screw up,” she took a lot of pleasure in saying that.
 
   My brow crumpled, but I kept my grin on my face. “You’re transferring to my crew?”
 
   She nodded, a single strand of her long shiny brunette hair cutting across her face. Immediately she grasped it and tried to fix it back into the tight bun she always wore.
 
   Lieutenant Williams always maintained a professional appearance. Her uniform was immaculate, and she polished her command stripes every day. Even when you went into battle with her, she would always look perfect.
 
   “I’ve heard wild things about your crew. That you never fail a mission, and that you’re turning into the top brass’ favorite ship. Well, I’m going to have a great time proving everyone wrong, Nathan.”
 
   I carefully wiped the smile off my face. “Nathan? Are we on a first-term basis, Lieutenant?” I reached my hand behind me and leaned back on the couch as I faced her.
 
   For a second – for just a second – her usual calm control cracked.
 
   Then I laughed.
 
   She shot me a grim look. “You call that a sense of humor?”
 
   I continued to chuckle as I brought a hand up and scratched my head. “I’m renowned for it. I think you’ll find, Lieutenant, that I run a different ship. Your last posting will be nothing compared to this.”
 
   “Considering my last posting ended with critical engine failure, I really hope you’re right.”
 
   I sat up straighter. “Crap, that’s right, you were on the Fargo, weren’t you?”
 
   She snorted. “I can’t believe you’ve forgotten already; your ship did intercept us and provide assistance. Just because the command crew were picked up by a different vessel doesn’t mean you get to casually shrug off the fact you saved my life a week ago.”
 
   I stood. I hadn’t really heard a word she’d said. “Do you know an Ensign Jenks?”
 
   Williams blinked, confusion clear in her hazel eyes. “Yes, why?” She looked at me pointedly.
 
   “What’s she like? I mean, she seems so… distant.”
 
   “Yes, but why are you asking this, Nathan?”
 
   “Call it curiosity. I’ve seen her around a few times now, and… she just looks so lonely.”
 
   Williams tipped her head back and laughed. “I can’t believe this. You’re still running around being a Good Samaritan, aren’t you? You were always the one at the Academy who tried to ensure everyone felt included. It might make you a nice guy, Nathan, but it doesn’t make you a good commander. What’s going on in Ensign Jenks' head is her own problem. As soon as it starts to influence her duties, then you deal with it.”
 
   “I’m more of a risk management type of guy. I want to know that every member of my crew is okay. And I want to help them out before their problems impact their duties.”
 
   “Well, she isn’t a member of your crew. It’s not your problem. Ensign Jenks is just quiet. She was always prompt for her shifts and did what she was told. Though her skills are unexceptional, she appears to be a hard worker. Nobody ever had any problems with her, apart from her roommates.”
 
   “Roommates?”
 
   “Nothing really. It appears that Ensign Jenks talks in her sleep. Most people find it quite distracting. We ended up giving her her own room.”
 
   “What does she say?”
 
   “Really, Nathan?” Her jaw dropped dramatically. “It doesn’t matter. Shouldn’t you be focusing on our next mission?”
 
   There was little I could do but nod. I should be focusing on my next mission.
 
   I brought a hand up and massaged my face, revealing a little more tension than I should have.
 
   Williams sat down next to me. “I know infiltration missions aren’t your style, but this is important,” her voice shook.
 
   Annabelle was composed at all times. But now she looked… fragile.
 
   It stole my attention away as I swallowed. “What is it?”
 
   She took a deep breath and leaned back on her hands, letting her gaze flick towards the unremarkable view of space beyond. “The resistance is real, Nathan,” her voice dipped low until it was almost a whisper. “And they’re gathering momentum. They aren’t staying in the shadows anymore. Last week alone we had over 50 terrorist attacks throughout the Alliance.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The House of Lords and Ladies is keeping a lid on it. They can’t let news like this spread. We can’t give in to the terrorists and let them drag us into a state of fear.”
 
   “If there were 50 terrorist attacks last week, it would be in the news!”
 
   “They were mostly on military facilities and personnel. The Star Forces is good at keeping things quiet. As the military arm of the Alliance, they have to be.”
 
   I sat there and stared at her. A cold pressure pushed through my chest, locking my limbs in place. “This is impossible.”
 
   “I wish it were,” she said bitterly as she shook her head and brought up a hand to pinch her nose. “But it’s happening. And we have credible evidence that a fair chunk of the resistance is being organized from the Hari System. That’s why this mission is so important.” She let her hand drop and stared at me directly.
 
   “… Why wasn’t I told earlier?”
 
   “You’re being told now because it influences your next mission. I’m not kidding – the House of Lords and Ladies has suppressed all information on this. They won’t risk telling non-essential personnel and potentially letting this news spread.”
 
   My top lip was sweaty and I brought a hand up to swipe it away. “What if the terrorist attacks spread? I mean, so what if they’re concentrating on military targets for now. They will move on to civilian targets soon.”
 
   She nodded slowly. “Of course they will, Nathan. That’s why we’re going on this mission. That’s why it’s so important. The whole Alliance could be on the line here. If the resistance is allowed to gather force, who knows how much damage they’d do?”
 
   I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t think. I just couldn’t process what she was telling me.
 
   “This will be the most important mission of your career,” she said with an obviously dry mouth as she shifted closer to me. “Everyone – the whole goddamn Alliance will be relying on you,” her voice cracked.
 
   I leaned away and stared at her.
 
   “You were always the one in the Academy who told us not to lose hope.” She leaned across and patted a hand over my taught sweaty knuckles. “This is what you’ve been training for, Nathan. You might doubt yourself right now, but you’ll do the right thing when the time comes.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I walked back to my ship in a daze. I contemplated the floor as I made it through the civilian passageways, my thoughts consuming me.
 
   This was… indescribable. Not only was the resistance real, but they had already perpetrated hundreds of attacks.
 
   The Alliance was being besieged, and only the House of Lords and Ladies and a handful of Star Forces personnel appeared to know about it.
 
   Christ.
 
   A cold pressure was still building in my chest. It felt as if every muscle had turned to ice.
 
   I was now dog tired, but I knew my mind would not rest.
 
   I kept walking through the corridors, gaze slicing towards everybody I passed.
 
   I stared at them with a new question in my mind. Could they be part of the resistance?
 
   If the resistance really were powerful enough to attack the Alliance, how long would it be until they made their way to the capital?
 
   I rounded a corner that led to the lifts that could take me to the military docking ring. My ship would be there by now – ready to be resupplied for our upcoming mission. Though we could have been resupplied in the civilian docking ring, I imagined the Godspeed was being stuffed with as many special weapons as she could carry.
 
   I saw someone walking in front of me, the only other person in the corridor.
 
   I recognized her instantly.
 
   Ensign Jenks.
 
   She appeared to realize someone was behind her as she glanced my way. She frowned immediately.
 
   I felt like putting my hands up and protesting that I really wasn’t stalking her, and that we just happened to be walking in the same direction at the same time.
 
   Without a word she turned and continued walking forward.
 
   She disappeared around a corner.
 
   Momentarily, I allowed myself to be distracted by the sight of a massive heavy cruiser entering docking maneuvers. The wall to my left was just windows interspersed with the occasional structural metal plate, and it offered an unimpeded view of the military docking ring.
 
   The Alliance Attack Cruiser Ra’xon was docking. One of the flagships of the fleet, she was a real beauty to behold.
 
   I had time to smile at the beautiful vessel.
 
   Then there was an explosion.
 
   It tore towards me from further up the hall.
 
   I was thrown backwards slamming into the wall beside me, head cracking against the metal.
 
   I slumped to the ground just as a wall of fire tore towards me.
 
   In a single heartbeat, my eyes opened and my breath froze... I prepared to die.
 
   ….
 
   But my death did not come today.
 
   Emergency shields blinked into place around my body, protecting me from the wall of destruction as the fire slammed down the corridor.
 
   At the same time, more shields shot into place over the windows, protecting them before they could crack and suck everything into space. Then, with my body still protected by its own shield, a fire suppression system blinked into place, sucking all the oxygen and debris out of the room the flames were naturally extinguished.
 
   Two seconds later, the fresh atmosphere was pumped back in.
 
   I shook. There was a crack in my skull, and I could feel blood streaming down the back of my neck and wetting my collar. That explosion hadn’t been loud, but my ears rang so badly, I couldn’t even hear my panting breath as it slashed from my chest.
 
   I tried to push myself up, but the pain powered down my legs and into my feet. I’d damaged my back somehow, probably broken something, if not several things.
 
   In pure agony, I twisted my arm around and grabbed my back as best I could, searching for any bone protruding out of the flesh.
 
   My personal shield blinked out, having done what it had to. The fire suppression unit had cooled the once red-hot metal, and once atmosphere had been pumped back into the room and the shields had stabilized around the deck, I could survive on my own.
 
   Incapable of standing however, I crawled forward.
 
   “There has been an accident in your area,” a toneless voice echoed over the intercom, “it is recommended you remain still and wait for medical assistance.”
 
   I ignored the recommendation.
 
   I crawled until I reached the force-field-reinforced glass.
 
   Planting a shaking hand on the sill of the window, I pulled myself up, pain stabbing through my back as I moved. With blood still trickling down my neck and onto my collar, I angled my head until I could see into the military space dock.
 
   My first thought was that the Ra’xon had botched its docking procedures, and crashed right into the side of the docking ring.
 
   It hadn’t. In fact, it had pulled right back, its own powerful shields protecting it from the blast.
 
   I watched as the debris that had been sucked out from the explosion tumbled around the great silver hull of the Ra’xon. As she shifted back from the station, I caught sight of a ship beyond.
 
   It was floating in space, the main clamps that had once held it to the dock dangling from its side, singe marks scattered across the hull where metal was still intact. There was an enormous hole torn in the side, chunks of metal plating tumbling listlessly in space around it.
 
   I didn’t need to see the name painted across the glistening black hull to know which ship it was.
 
   The Godspeed.
 
   It was my goddamn ship.
 
   Ignoring the pain in my back completely, I pulled myself closer to the window, the flickering heat of the shield beyond the cracked glass playing against my face.
 
   Fear shot through me, descending so deep into my gut it felt as if it would liquefy my very organs.
 
   My ship. Christ, my ship.
 
   I watched as she tumbled in space, her erratic path taking her back towards the station.
 
   Before she could impact with it, the Ra’xon shot a beam of blue-green light towards it – a traction beam. It was powerful enough that it locked my ship in space, instantly stopping its deadly tumble towards the station.
 
   My ship… my ship.
 
   Just as that horrifying thought tore through my mind, I remembered something else.
 
   Ensign Jenks.
 
   Though it was murder – plain torture – I pushed myself to my feet. I could barely walk, let alone run, but I forced myself forward, ignoring the agony as it jerked through every muscle.
 
   Staggering, teetering on lifeless legs, I rounded the corner.
 
   I expected to see her dead.
 
   She’d been closer to the location of the explosion. When my ship had torn from its dock, it would have pulled a massive section of the corridor with it.
 
   Ensign Jenks should be—
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   The explosion had taken me off guard.
 
   I’d still acted, though.
 
   My mind had slowed down, seeing the explosion rip through the corridor before me.
 
   Automatically, without thinking, I extended both hands towards it. Yellow channels of light lit up over my forearms and across my fingers, pulsing out from the two implants lodged in my elbows.
 
   Just before the wall to my left could be torn open, I locked it in place.
 
   With nothing more than my mind.
 
   I held it there as fire swarmed around me. It didn’t touch my skin, though. I kept it back with my ability. I created a vortex of air around my body so no flame could touch me. Instead it rushed past me, continuing down the corridor in a deathly wall.
 
   I couldn’t think. All I could do was concentrate.
 
   This was the first time I’d used my powers since I’d escaped the facility. The first time I’d willingly used them, that was. Whenever my body ran out of compound 78, my ability to control myself was compromised. I could tear holes in walls around me or suck the air right out of a room.
 
   I kept my hands extended towards the wall, those channels of bright yellow-gold light still powering up and down my forearms. The light didn’t give me the ability to move objects; it accentuated a gift that was already there and allowed me to direct it.
 
   I held onto the wall until the emergency systems on the deck sprang into place, and shielding lit up across the wall, reinforcing the hull.
 
   Shields even snapped in place around me. I could have held them at bay if I’d chosen to.
 
   I didn’t. I let my hands drop, a shimmering blue emergency force field encasing my whole body from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.
 
   Soon the fire suppression system kicked into gear and the oxygen was sucked from the room.
 
   Then nothing but calm.
 
   There was a slight ringing in my ears, but that wasn’t from the explosion – it was from using my abilities.
 
   I took another step back, and my protective shields flickered off.
 
   I stood there listening to the creaking hull and floor, gaze slipping towards the cracks in the walls, shimmering structural shields in place behind them.
 
   I took another step back.
 
   What the hell had just happened?
 
   With a jerked movement, I brought my hands up and stared at them.
 
   Had that… had that been me? Had my abilities gotten out of hand again without me even noticing?
 
   With desperate eyes I searched my hands, finally letting my implants switch off, that gold-yellow hue disappearing instantly from under my skin.
 
   With my breath stuck in my chest, I searched my body for any sign I could have caused that accident.
 
   Then I took a step to the left. The section of hull I had been standing in front of had no windows. But as I walked several meters down the hall, I reached a section that did.
 
   I gazed into the military docking ring. I watched a ship tumbling in space, a massive hole ripped out of its side.
 
   There was no way I could have done that. Not that I couldn’t muster the power – but because it was too far away.
 
   I kept walking along the hallway, staring as a massive imperial battle-cruiser locked the tumbling ship in a traction beam.
 
   That’s when I heard someone moving behind me. Initially I thought it was a first response team. Then I heard ragged breath and heavy footfall.
 
   I turned to see somebody gasp.
 
   Lieutenant Commander Shepherd.
 
   … I’d forgotten all about him. He’d been behind me in the corridor.
 
   “Oh my god, you’re alive,” he said as he took a staggering step forward and then crumpled. His legs jerked out from underneath him, and he fell to one knee, a painful jolt passing through his body.
 
   I punched a hand out towards him.
 
   A groan tore from his lips and he fell down onto one hand, his back buckling. “You’re alive,” he repeated. “Christ, I thought for sure you’d be dead.”
 
   I reached him and pushed down to both knees, grabbing his shoulder to stabilize him.
 
   Instantly he winced.
 
   That’s when I saw the blood trickling quickly from the back of his head.
 
   He’d clearly injured his back, too, as he couldn’t hold himself steady.
 
   Carefully I supported his shoulders and guided him down to the floor.
 
   “I’m fine,” he protested. “I need to… I need to go and check on my ship.”
 
   Briefly I tore my gaze from him and angled my head towards the windows. I realized that the ship now locked in the Alliance battle-cruiser Ra’xon’s traction beam was the Godspeed.
 
   “I have to check on my crew,” he gasped as he tried to push past me.
 
   I wouldn’t let him move.
 
   It wasn’t hard. I didn’t have to call on my ability to lock him in place – he barely had the strength to fight against my hand as I pressed it into his shoulder. “You’re injured, and you will injure yourself further if you continue to move. A first response team will be on their way.”
 
   As if to confirm that, the intercom crackled. “Emergency personnel to converge on deck 46 A.”
 
   The Lieutenant Commander twitched again, grabbing a hand onto my arm as he tried to push it off. “My crew—”
 
   I twisted my head towards the window. I could see that the Ra’xon was already sending support ships out towards the embattled Godspeed.
 
   “The Ra’xon is attending to it.”
 
   The Lieutenant Commander still held my arm as he attempted to push it off one last time.
 
   He failed, but his fingers stayed in place. With a bleary languid gaze he looked up at me as I knelt beside him.
 
   He didn’t say anything; he just held my gaze.
 
   … It was one of the most confronting experiences of my life.
 
   Then Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd lapsed into unconsciousness.
 
   Not too long afterwards, a first response unit arrived. Medical personnel attended to the Lieutenant Commander, and we were then both taken away.
 
   I don’t know why, but despite my best efforts, my gaze kept slipping towards Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd.
 
   …
 
   Corridor 46 A
 
   The cleanup started straight away. The hull had to be reinforced before the emergency structural shielding sapped the engines.
 
   A team of technicians were sent to reinforce the hull plating.
 
   Junior Engineer J’lax floated outside of the station in a mech suit. He was part of a contingent of 10 engineers sent to repair the hole on the exterior of the station.
 
   As the thrusters of his suit maneuvered him towards his destination, confusion crumpled his brow.
 
   His three eyes slid from left to right, taking in the extent of the damage.
 
   It was massive. Most of the hull plating along a 100-meter section had been torn clean off.
 
   … Except for one four-meter subsection.
 
   He blinked all three of his eyes simultaneously.
 
   In the name of the goddess, he just didn’t understand.
 
   His gaze flicked from left to right again, picking up the trail of destruction that stopped abruptly for four meters, then continued for another 50 meters after that.
 
   He hunched over the controls in his mech suit, running a quick structural scan and comparing it with the blueprints of the station.
 
   … There was no special structural support in the small section that was completely undamaged. No extra shielding, no reinforced plating.
 
   “Hey, Frazon,” he initiated his comms, “you see what I’m seeing?”
 
   “I’m seeing a lot of work,” Frazon said, voice shaking. “That ship did a heck of a lot of damage when it tore free from its moorings.”
 
   “No. That four-meter section just above there.” He sent Frazon the coordinates.
 
   “What about it? It’s probably reinforced.”
 
   “It isn’t. There’s nothing about it on the blueprints.”
 
   “We need to fix this damage,” Frazon snapped, the stress obvious in his tone, “and you can’t rely on the blueprints. They’re not always accurate.”
 
   Not always accurate? On a station as complex as this one, they had to be. As an engineer, you needed to know exactly where everything was at all times, lest you cut into some innocent looking piece of plating only to find it housed part of the life-support system.
 
   “Get to work,” Frazon said tersely.
 
   J’lax shook his head and did what he was told.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I woke screaming, demanding to know what happened to my ship.
 
   Everyone tried to assure me it had just been an accident. None of my crew had been killed, though a few were seriously injured.
 
   As soon as they’d stabilized me sufficiently and hooked me up to a self-moving back-brace, they discharged me.
 
   I’d shattered four vertebrae and fractured my skull in three places.
 
   The only reason they were discharging me was because I’d been called to an emergency meeting with senior Star Forces members who were on the station.
 
   My injuries would heal quickly. They’d already fused together my bones, and the mechanical back-brace was just there for additional support.
 
   It was so small, you couldn’t even tell I was wearing it.
 
   Modern medical technology was incredible, but there was one thing they still couldn’t do – tear the shock from your body when you’d undergone what I had.
 
   Though they’d fixed my eardrums, I swear they still rang, and there was a dense nauseous feeling settling in my gut.
 
   I walked quickly to the designated meeting room.
 
   I wanted to get this over with so I could inspect my ship.
 
   Everyone had been calling it an accident. There’d been some kind of mistake during the resupply of the Godspeed, one critical enough that it had initiated an explosion that had torn a hole 20 meters wide in its hull and ripped it from its dock.
 
   I arrived at the room to see Annabelle Williams outside. She’d been leaning with her back against the wall, staring at her hands, but as soon as she saw me approach, she lurched forward. “Nathan, oh my God, are you alright? I heard you were caught up in the explosion? I was so worried.”
 
   “I’m fine, Annabelle,” I said quietly. “But I want to know what the hell happened to my ship.” I brushed past her into the room.
 
   Waiting for me was the controller of the station, Captain H’agovan from the Ra’xon, and Admiral Phelps.
 
   As I entered the room, the atmosphere was grim.
 
   “What the hell—“ 
 
   Admiral Phelps cleared his throat. “It wasn’t an accident, to answer your question, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   I stopped. Floored. “What?” my voice trembled.
 
   “It was a terrorist attack,” Phelps said flatly. In his 80s, he was relatively young for an Admiral. With the long lifespans of humans these days, you could be expected to serve the Star Forces for a good century or more.
 
   “Terrorist attack?” I repeated in a hollow tone.
 
   “It was the resistance,” Phelps added.
 
   “The resistance?”
 
   “This is the first time they’ve attacked a high-value target like this,” Phelps’ calm cracked, and his voice bottomed low as he brought a hand up and ran it through his still black beard.
 
   “Sit down, Lieutenant Commander.” Avral, the Commander of the station motion towards a chair. “You are still injured.”
 
   I couldn’t sit. I couldn’t sit at a time like this.
 
   I stared at the Admiral, incapable of controlling my expression. “Why did they target us?”
 
   “It seems their goal was twofold – not only did they want to destroy the Godspeed, but they intended to use her to damage the Ra’xon as well. They would have managed to, but this station’s structural integrity held long enough that the Ra’xon had time to pull away and initiate their shields,” Phelps explained.
 
   “In other words, we were lucky,” Captain H’agovan grumbled. She was from a massive race. She stood at least 2 feet over me, and I was 6’1. A truly powerful build, you wouldn’t want to take her on in an arm wrestle. “If deck 46 hadn’t held, we’d be looking at a completely different situation here. The Ra’xon could have spiraled out of control and taken the whole station with it. We should be extremely thankful no one was killed.”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t believe this. I thought this station was one of the most protected places in the Milky Way? How the hell did the resistance get aboard my ship?”
 
   Nobody answered. The silence felt as if it swelled around me.
 
   I swallowed hard, gaze darting between the Captain and the Admiral. “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “You want to know how the resistance got aboard your ship? It’s the same way they’ve been carrying out the rest of their terrorist attacks against Star Forces’ assets.”
 
   “How?” I felt my cheeks pale and slacken.
 
   “They’ve spread throughout our ranks, Shepherd,” Phelps answered in a controlled tone. We were in the station controller’s own office, and Phelps was standing next to the large table that was her desk. He leaned forward, made a fist, and pressed it hard into the smooth metal. “You had spies aboard your ship,” he stated bluntly.
 
   I took a step back. “What?”
 
   “One of your crew did this,” Phelps said as he raised a finger and pointed it towards the massive window behind the station controller’s desk.
 
   I shook my head again, the move jerky, a cold tension spreading down my neck. “That’s impossible. I know my crew. I can vouch for them.…”
 
   “And how about the Fargo?” the Captain interrupted. She stood ramrod straight in the middle of the room, her arms crossed, her powerful muscles pushing hard against the fabric of her black uniform.
 
   “… The Fargo?”
 
   “We have credible evidence to suggest that the Fargo’s engines did not go critical on their own. Someone attacked that ship, too – someone from within. And it stands to reason that once they boarded your ship, they took the opportunity to attack it also,” Phelps’s words were harsh and quick.
 
   I planted a sweaty hand against my forehead, locking my fingers firmly into my flesh.
 
   My ship was attacked by the resistance….
 
   “She’s salvageable,” Phelps suddenly added. “It’ll take a while, but we can rebuild her. It seems our terrorist didn’t want to scuttle your ship completely – just use it as a battering ram to knock the docking Ra’xon off course.”
 
   I stood there and swallowed. Then the anger flooded in. It rammed into me like a tidal wave. I clutched my hands into fists, driving the fingers as hard as I could into my palms. With a slow smooth movement I looked up at the Admiral. “How do we catch the bastards who did this?”
 
   “You continue your mission to the Hari System. It’s time we blow the resistance apart,” the Admiral answered.
 
   “How do I get there without my ship?”
 
   “We’ll take you.” Captain H’agovan nodded towards me, the massive muscles of her neck pushing against her collar.
 
   “… And what about my crew?”
 
   “We will do a full investigation. It’s already underway,” Admiral Phelps assured me.
 
   “And what if we accidentally bring that spy aboard the Ra’xon?”
 
   “We won’t.” Phelps pressed his fist into the desk once more, his whole arm locking up into his shoulder.
 
   I held the Admiral’s gaze.
 
   I wanted to believe what he was saying, but it was hard.
 
   It was hard, because my own goddamn ship had just been attacked. Someone got past all our defenses, despite the fact the Godspeed was one of the most sophisticated ships in the fleet.
 
   “I’ve already organized to have your personal effects transferred to the Ra’xon.” The Captain nodded at me. “You’ll find your quarters far more generous than your old ones. We’ve got a lot more room.”
 
   It took me a while, then I nodded. My jaw was stiff, and I could barely move it as I parted my lips. “I need to attend to my crew first. There were no deaths, but…” I trailed off.
 
   “Do what you need to.” The Captain nodded at me. “We don’t leave until 0800 tomorrow morning.”
 
   I pressed my lips together and took a breath. Then I saluted. “Will that be all?”
 
   The Admiral returned my salute. “You’re dismissed. You’re lucky to be alive, Lieutenant Commander, but we thank our lucky stars that you survived.”
 
   I turned to walk away but stopped. “How’s the ensign who was with me? Ensign Jenks?”
 
   The Admiral appeared to search his memory.
 
   “She’s fine. She sustained no injuries and was discharged immediately after her report was taken,” the station commander answered.
 
   “I guess you weren’t the only lucky one,” the Captain commented. “See you in the morning, Lieutenant Commander.” She turned and began to discuss something with the Admiral in a low tone.
 
   That was my cue to leave.
 
   I saluted, turned on my heel, and walked out.
 
   I’d only held my command of the Godspeed for a few short months. And she’d been scuttled whilst in my command.
 
   I locked a sweaty hand over my mouth as I walked out.
 
   I startled because Annabelle was still there.
 
   She jolted off the wall again, expressive hazel eyes widening as she saw me. “Is everything okay?”
 
   I didn’t answer. Not for a long while. My thoughts kept being pulled from memory to memory. I saw flashes of that wall of fire rushing through the hallway towards me. Then felt the agony stab at my back as I crawled forward. Agony that had been nothing when I compared it to the sight of my damaged ship.
 
   “Nathan.” She reached a hand out and placed it gently on my elbow.
 
   I took a sharp breath. “It could be worse,” I forced myself to admit. “No casualties,” I said through a swallow that punched my throat against my collar, “and the damage to the station’s repairable.… It could have been a lot worse,” I repeated again.
 
   If the deck I’d been on hadn’t held, the Ra’xon could have been shunted into the station….
 
   I shivered suddenly.
 
   “I’m so happy you’re alive,” Annabelle said again, actual tears shimmering in her gaze.
 
   They caught my attention, and a small smile tugged its way across my lips. “You’re not one for emotional displays, Lieutenant,” I said gently.
 
   “Nathan, I’m just… I’m glad you’re alive.”
 
   I patted her hand and took a step back. “I’m bone tired,” I said. “But I’ve got to see to the rest of my crew. Some of them were injured badly.”
 
   “Give yourself a chance to rest,” she counselled immediately. “You’re crew are fine. They are receiving the best medical attention the Star Forces can provide. You need to look after yourself, Nate.”
 
   “I know they’re receiving the best medical attention, and no, I don’t need to look after myself. I still need to see them.” With that, I gave a short nod and walked away.
 
   When I reached the medical bay, my body was so tired I could have fallen asleep on the floor.
 
   I didn’t. Instead, systematically, I saw every injured member of my crew. I sat with them until the medical personnel shooed me away and gave me direct orders to get some rest of my own.
 
   I walked out of the med bay, the doors swishing closed behind me. Then I stood there for about a minute doing nothing but feeling the heady lethargy shift through my limbs.
 
   I knew I should get some rest, but there was one more thing I had to do.
 
   Though Ensign Jenks wasn’t part of my crew, I still wanted to check on her, if only to thank her. And though everybody had told me she was fine, I needed to see that with my own two eyes.
 
   I found that she had already been transferred to the Ra’xon.
 
   I forced myself to walk to her quarters.
 
   And then, when I reached them, I paused for a few seconds. My mouth was dry, heart beating hard in my chest. I didn’t know why. Latent shock from the explosion? Or maybe I’d pushed myself so far that I was about to collapse.
 
   Closing my eyes briefly, I pushed the sensation away and jammed my thumb into the intercom. “This is Nathan Shepherd,” I announced myself.
 
   “Enter,” someone said, and the doors slid open.
 
   An unfamiliar Ensign popped her head around the door, her confusion obvious. “How can I help you?”
 
   I glanced past her to see Ensign Jenks. She was kneeling with her hands rested on her lap, her head angled down until her short cropped hair cupped her ears.
 
   She appeared to have her eyes closed and either wasn’t aware of my presence or didn’t care.
 
   The Ensign at the door followed my gaze. “Are you after her? Is she late for her shift or something?”
 
   “No, she is not late for a duty shift. I’m here to…” I trailed off.
 
   The Ensign turned around and cleared her throat.
 
   Jenks didn’t move.
 
   “You have a visitor,” the Ensign tried, raising her voice high. She half turned to me and lifted an eyebrow. “She’s done nothing but sit there and stare at the wall for the past half hour. It’s just my luck to get another crazy roommate.”
 
   I wasn’t wearing my uniform, so the Ensign would have no idea of my rank. I cleared my throat. “Ensign,” I let my voice dip low, “Jenks here was just involved in the accident. She almost lost her life. I suggest,” my voice dipped even lower, “you cut her some slack.”
 
   The young woman stiffened, her eyes growing wide. “What, you were involved in the explosion?” She shifted her head quickly towards Jenks.
 
   Jenks finally stood, the movements of her body graceful as she lifted onto her feet. Her shoulders dropped down, and then, with just a slight pause, she turned to face me. “Yes, I was involved in the accident. No, I am not hurt. As I am uninjured, I didn’t think it was worth mentioning. I assume you have come to check up on me, Lieutenant Commander?”
 
   “Lieutenant Commander?” The young Ensign’s face practically went blue. She swiveled her gaze back to me. “I’m so sorry, sir. You weren’t wearing your insignia, and—“
 
   I put up a hand. “It’s fine, Ensign. Do you think you could give us a couple of minutes?”
 
   The Ensign scurried from the room without another word.
 
   I took a few minutes to stare at Jenks. My gaze shifted down her body. There really was no sign of injury. She was poised on her feet, had a balanced stance, and though she didn’t have a powerful build, there was something powerful about her demeanor nonetheless.
 
   I found myself swallowing again. “I just wanted to check how you are. And… thank you for saving me.”
 
   “I didn’t save you, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   “If you hadn’t stopped me, I would’ve crawled all the way through the corridor to get to my ship,” I said honestly, voice cracking with emotion.
 
   She dropped her gaze, and I realized that for the first time she’d actually been looking at me when she’d been speaking.
 
   Despite everything that had just happened, my natural curiosity flared again. “Are you sure you’re alright though? That explosion came out of nowhere….”
 
   “It was an accident. Nobody was killed. Why wouldn’t I be alright?”
 
   There was something about the direct way she spoke that was so off-putting.
 
   I pressed my lips together, briefly looked at my feet, then managed a nod. “You make a fair point, but it’s not always that easy. Sometimes even the smallest things can affect us. That’s why it’s always important to have… someone to talk to. Do you… need… anyone to talk to, Ensign Jenks?” I pushed my words out. I wasn’t sure if it was wise to utter them, but I couldn’t simply stand around and do nothing. There was clearly something torturing Ensign Jenks. She hadn’t been a member of my crew before, but now I’d transferred to the Ra’xon, technically she was under my command. Though I wasn’t her captain, I was still her superior, and I still had an obligation to ensure every member of the crew was okay.
 
   She didn’t appear to understand my question. She blinked. “Why would I need anyone to talk to?”
 
   I had to take things carefully. I wasn’t a counsellor. But that didn’t mean I could walk away. “Ensign Jenks, you’re quiet and subdued. Every time I’ve seen you, you’ve been distracted. I may not be the most empathetic man in the world, but I can tell when a member of my crew is going through difficulties.”
 
   She took a step backwards, that trapped look returning to her gaze. “I have no… difficulties,” she managed. “Sir, you must be tired from your injuries. I assure you I am fine. Please go get some rest. And I’m not a member of your crew anyway,” she added at the end.
 
   “You are now. I was transferred to the Ra’xon a few hours ago.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I’d lost her gaze again. She was staring at some patch on the carpet, and no matter what I did, she wouldn’t glance my way again.
 
   I cleared my throat. An awkward silence descended between us. Technically, this was my cue to leave, but I wouldn’t. “The Star Forces expects the best from every crewmember. If you’re distracted, you may not be able to give your best,” I defaulted to saying, relying on the line they’d rammed down my throat at the Academy.
 
   Her demeanor changed. She sliced her gaze to the side, staring at the wall. “The Star Forces will get everything they can from me, Lieutenant Commander. You don’t need to worry about that.”
 
   It was an odd statement.
 
   Perhaps she realized that, as she took a stiff breath and added, “I am not distracted, and my duties are not affected. I will complete my tasks as ordered.” She took a step back. “You are tired, sir, and I insist you get some rest.”
 
   I could have pointed out that her insistence was irrelevant – I was her superior, and she had no right to order me around. Instead I nodded and took a step back. “See you around, Ensign.”
 
   She saluted, then turned, before I’d had a chance to return the salute, and sat back down on her knees.
 
   I stared at her for a few moments before pushing myself from the room.
 
   The young Ensign was loitering by the door. As soon as she saw me, she winced. “I am so sorry, sir. I didn’t realize—“
 
   “It’s okay.” I lifted a hand quickly.
 
   “I didn’t mean to be rude about my new roommate, either. She didn’t tell me she’d been in an accident,” the Ensign blabbered.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   She winced again, clearly thinking I was about to get her in trouble. “Ensign Larka, sir.”
 
   “Ensign Larka, do me a favor. Keep an eye on Jenks, will you?”
 
   Larka saluted. “Of course. Are you worried the explosion traumatized her somehow?”
 
   I didn’t answer immediately. I let my gaze flick towards the closed door. “Something like that. Just keep an eye on her. Let me know if… she needs help.” I stopped short of telling Larka to tell me what Ensign Jenks said in her sleep. I wanted to know, though. I wanted to piece this puzzle together.
 
   And yes, I was doing this as a distraction.
 
   Throwing myself into the troubles of a woman I barely knew pulled my mind from my own troubles.
 
   With a nod, I turned and walked away.
 
   I took barely two steps before the magnitude of the situation struck me once more. My ship had been attacked, and the resistance – a group I’d once thought was a myth – was on the rise.
 
   The Alliance was on the line.
 
   The Alliance was on the line. That harrowing thought echoed through my mind as I finally set out for my own quarters.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Mari Sector, Star Forces Light Cruiser Barrage, in orbit around Moon Alpha 78
 
   The crew of the Light Cruiser Barrage had been informed about Ensign Weatherby’s death.
 
   His body was transported to the medical bay for an autopsy. What remained of his body, that was.
 
   The doctor in charge hadn’t seen injuries like this since she’d treated a group of soldiers mauled by a Samvarax tiger.
 
   The claw marks dug into his back were distinctive and unmistakable.
 
   She couldn’t believe her eyes, though. That moon was meant to be uninhabited. The only life forms down there were the crew of the research dig.
 
   … So what the hell had killed Ensign Weatherby?
 
   Doctor Wallace stood in the middle of her medical bay, staring down at her autopsy table.
 
   She’d already run all the scans she could, and had sent the results off to Star Forces Medical Command immediately.
 
   This dig may be a civilian enterprise, but Ensign Weatherby had been Star Forces. And the Alliance Star Forces took any death of their personnel seriously.
 
   Though she’d finished the autopsy, she was still no closer to finding exactly what had killed Weatherby. The claw marks she could distinguish, as well as the rupture patterns through the muscles of his chest.
 
   But what had caused that damage… she had no freaking clue.
 
   She stood a few meters from the table, shivering.
 
   She’d been a doctor for over 50 years now. She’d treated some of the most horrendous injuries you could imagine. But there was something about the state of that body that undid her nerve, strand by strand until it felt as if she was standing there completely exposed.
 
   She pressed her teeth together and took a steeling breath, but it did nothing to calm her agitation.
 
   Standing back, she locked a hand on her cheek and tapped her thumb over her jaw. Then, with a retch, she realized she was still wearing her isolation gloves. There was blood on them, and that same blood was now streaked across her cheek.
 
   She let out a stuttering yelp and lurched towards the decontamination cream dispenser. She slathered it over her hands and wiped it over her whole face, even getting some in her eyes.
 
   She blinked past the pain until she was satisfied she’d scrubbed enough that every trace of blood had been removed from her body.
 
   There was no need to be so fastidious – the computer had already confirmed that Ensign Weatherby’s body was not carrying any pathogens. If it had been, she would have worn a full EV suit.
 
   So the only reason to scrub the blood from her face so fervently was that it disturbed her.
 
   Deeply.
 
   There was no one else in the medical bay, so she was free to admit that to herself.
 
   There was something about this case that stole away her grit.
 
   Suddenly there was a beep from the console behind her. She startled so badly her elbowed jolted into the decontamination cream dispenser, and a great big glob fell down and splashed over her shoe. Swearing, she leaned down, smudged it clear with her fingers, and cleared her throat. “Doctor Wallace here.”
 
   “Doctor Wallace, this is the Star Forces Central Command. We have received your report into Ensign Weatherby’s death.”
 
   She blinked, face crumpling in surprise. “Central Command? This is low priority,” she countered. The Central Command were the same unit that housed the Joint Admirals Committee. They dealt with the very security of the Alliance, not with autopsy reports.
 
   “We will decide our priorities. Your ship will now stand by. We are sending the Armadale to deal with this situation.”
 
   “This situation? The Armadale?” She couldn’t keep the surprise from her tone. The Armadale was a strike vessel. The kind of prototype ship you sent in to deal with pirate infestations, not to deal with curious autopsy reports.
 
   Her mouth was dry, and her heart was beating so hard in her throat, it felt like it would tear the flesh in two.
 
   “You are instructed to complete further tests. You will send those tests to us directly.”
 
   She dearly wanted to ask what the hell was going on, but she had to be careful. Sass the Central Command, and she could lose her career. She took a breath, pressed it through her clenched teeth, and found herself saying automatically: “send through the test instructions.”
 
   “We already have. We will be in contact again. Central Command out.”
 
   She stood there and blinked. But before her surprise could shake through her too much, she found her gaze pulling towards the shattered remains of Ensign Weatherby once more.
 
   That sick feeling flared in her gut again, and she took another step back, swallowing hard.
 
   The computer beeped to indicate Central Command had sent through their instructions.
 
   She slid her gaze over to the panel, even though she was at the wrong angle to see it correctly. For some reason – despite how crazy it sounded – she didn’t want to turn her back on that body.
 
   But she simply had to.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I would have at least three weeks before I had another seizure. I needed to figure out where I could find more Omega class weapons before then.
 
   Though they were illegal, that was a mere technicality.
 
   There’d been some on my old ship, the Fargo. I had no idea who’d stashed them there as there was a House of Lords and Ladies embargo on them. They were very much illegal. Omega weapons, when used incorrectly, could jeopardize space-time, causing minute fractures in the fabric of reality. The fractures would heal, given time, but if enough accumulated, a black hole could form.
 
   And yet they had still been on the Fargo.
 
   There would probably be some on the Ra’xon too, I figured.
 
   The first thing you learnt about the Galactic Star Alliance was its rules did not apply to its rulers.
 
   All I had to do was find the weapons….
 
   My whole life was currently devoted to surviving. To finding my next dose of compound 78. Without it, my telekinetic abilities would reveal themselves, and I would be taken back into the Farsight Program.
 
   I hadn’t always been like this. I’d had dreams once upon a time. I’d also been naive. Five years ago, before I’d been picked up by the Farsight Unit and transformed into a telekinetic warrior, I’d been stupid enough to join the Star Forces.
 
   At the time, I’d thought the Alliance was the greatest champion of good in the galaxy.
 
   I’d quickly learnt we weren’t.
 
   During a routine medical test, my natural telekinetic abilities were uncovered. Paired with the powerful implants which had been inserted into my elbows and heightened by the experiments they’d run on me, I had enough power to tear a ship in two.
 
   But that wasn’t my point. When Professor Axis had created me, he’d envisaged something far grander.
 
   Something he termed a Complete Battle System.
 
   Using my telekinetic abilities, I could take over a battlefield.
 
   I could lift into the air and take command of a whole army. Not the kind of command where you offered orders – but a far more direct, insidious one were you took control of everybody and every weapon.
 
   You could play with the soldiers like puppets, throwing them towards the enemy, heedless of their protests and their physical limitations.
 
   Though there were others gifted with the same base-level telekinetic abilities as me, they’d always told me I was special. Every other poor soul they’d tested before me had rejected their implants and died a horrendous death, their bodies literally ripping apart cell by cell.
 
   With me, the implants held.
 
   I was their success story. I was Professor Axis’ child.
 
   A child he’d made dependent on compound 78.
 
   Technically I didn’t need compound 78 in order to use my abilities. I needed it to live. Why? Because they had altered my body to make me dependent on it.
 
   It was means to ensure I could never leave freely on my own.
 
   Compound 78 was a rare compound, and if I hadn’t found a way to synthesize it from Omega weapons, I would have been exposed long ago.
 
   Now I was forced into a desperate race across the galaxy, traveling from planet to planet as I tried to source the weapons and stay way under the radar.
 
   Strangely, it was much easier to hide whilst under their noses.
 
   I knew they would never suspect that I was still a member of the Star Forces.
 
   They were too sure of themselves, and that would ultimately be their downfall.
 
   Cracks were forming in the once great Alliance, and a growing resistance was trying to break their way through.
 
   I wished the resistance every luck, but I had to keep my head down. If the Alliance found me, they would use me against the rebellion, and crush it in an instant. They wouldn’t care about collateral damage or loss of life. They’d never cared about such factors in the past.
 
   Taking a deep, deep sigh, I finally opened my eyes. I was still in bed. I was on duty in approximately five minutes, leaving me no time to grab something to eat.
 
   Reluctantly I pushed up, wiped a hand down my face, and took a steadying breath. Then I stood and dressed in the same uniform of those who had persecuted me. Once I was done, I stared at myself briefly in the mirror before turning sharply on my boot and heading out of the door.
 
   It was time again to serve the Alliance.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepard
 
   I slept that night in my new quarters. The Captain was kind enough to allow me the next day off.
 
   I needed the rest.
 
   A heavy pressure had formed in the center of my chest. It wasn’t damage from my accident.
 
   Just tension.
 
   I couldn’t believe my own ship had been attacked. Getting past the ship’s defenses was one thing, but planting explosives in the Godspeed right under my nose was another.
 
   I sat in my new room. My quarters had a window. It was strangely angular compared to the curved walls of my quarters aboard the Godspeed. I found myself constantly tipping my head to the side as I considered the view of space through it.
 
   The Ra’xon was at least ten times as big as the Godspeed. She was much better equipped, too. Sure, she was no cruise liner, but there were recreation areas, multiple mess halls, and my quarters were at least three times as big as they’d been on the Godspeed.
 
   This wasn’t a holiday, though.
 
   In approximately three weeks, we’d arrive in the Hari Sector.
 
   Then my infiltration of the Rebellion would commence.
 
   I sat on the edge of my bed, pumping my fingers in and out as I angled my head towards that slice of view.
 
   I was lost in reflection.
 
   We were currently completing our countdown to departure. Soon this massive ship would leave its berth, and we’d begin our mission.
 
   The ship-wide comms had alerted all personnel to get to their stations. With nowhere to go and nothing to do, I sat on the edge of my bed and stared out the window.
 
   The view started to shift. As we decoupled from the station, there wasn’t even a shudder. On a ship as small as mine, you felt it, but on the Ra’xon there wasn’t even the faintest of vibrations.
 
   There was a reason she was one of the flagships of the fleet.
 
   One of them. These days the House of Lords and Ladies kept asking for more and more imperial cruisers to be built. A few short years ago the Ra’xon had been the biggest cruiser in her class. Now she was easily outclassed by at least three other heavy cruisers.
 
   God knows how many resources it took to keep creating these monumental ships, and god knows where they came from.
 
   “But it’s worth it,” I found myself saying out loud, a real hint of irony in my voice.
 
   One of my hands clutched into a fist, white lines of tension streaking down my knuckles.
 
   All of this was worth it, because the goddamn rebellion threatened everyone and everything.
 
   A rebellion I was now determined to crush.
 
   No matter what it took.
 
   I stood and turned from the view.
 
   My thoughts drifted towards my father. He never approved of a goddamn thing I did.
 
   Even when I’d received my post as a lieutenant commander, he hadn’t batted an eyelash.
 
   Admiral Shepherd didn’t feel pride. For his Alliance, yes, but not for his children. Everything my father said – everything he did – it was all for the Alliance.
 
   I cleared my throat and tried to push every thought of him away.
 
   I had bigger concerns now.
 
   It was time to throw myself into the task of researching the Hari System.
 
   Just as I rose to head to the generous work station in the corner of my room, there was a beep from the computer. “Incoming message.”
 
   I frowned. “Video or audio?”
 
   “Both. Do you accept the message?”
 
   “Who’s it from?”
 
   “Lieutenant Hargrove.”
 
   I frowned. “Who the heck is that?”
 
   “He is currently in the Mari Sector escorting an archeological dig.”
 
   “Ah, okay, but why does he want to speak to me?”
 
   “Bereavement message,” the computer replied in an emotionless tone.
 
    I stiffened, a cold sensation pushing down my chest. It was customary for the Commander of a mission to personally contact the friends and family of a fallen comrade to deliver condolences.
 
   I’d had to do it a few times, and it was always awful.
 
   I took a deep breath. “Go ahead and patch it through.”
 
   “Have I reached Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd?” A grave voice intoned over the audio as a hologram appeared over my workstation.
 
   I walked towards it and nodded. “Yes, Lieutenant, you have. Tell me who’s dead?” I demanded immediately. I wasn’t being rude – I was saving the Lieutenant the trouble of dancing around the subject.
 
   “According to our records, you knew an Ensign Weatherby,” Hargrove said through a heavy sigh.
 
   I stiffened, every muscle locking in place. A cold sick feeling descended through my gut.
 
   I pressed my lips together, took a breath, and nodded. “Yeah, I knew Weatherby. We grew up together and went to the Academy together. Christ… how did he die?”
 
   Hargrove looked away from me. It was such a jerky move that it would be impossible not to pick it up.
 
   I shivered, a chill feeling spreading up from the base of my spine.
 
   “Weatherby,” Hargrove began, but paused for a breath, his face crumpling with clear anguish.
 
   I felt my heart quicken in my chest, its beat reverberating up my throat until I could feel it pounding in my ears. “What happened to him?” I couldn’t keep my voice even anymore – it felt like my throat had constricted to the point of a pin.
 
   The hologram of Hargrove floated just above my desk, a few holographic controls arranged in a half-circle just around his image.
 
   I pushed a trembling hand towards one, commanding the image to zoom in.
 
   The image of Hargrove’s anguish expanded. I could see his bloodshot eyes, the sallow skin under his cheeks, even the crumpled frown that seemed permanently etched on his lips.
 
   I found myself swallowing hard. “Lieutenant, it’s okay, just tell me.”
 
   “We have no idea what happened to Ensign Weatherby. He was attacked by… something.”
 
   There was a real troubled edge to Hargrove’s voice. It shook with such a frightened quality to it, I felt my heartbeat double.
 
   I let my gaze flick to the left of Hargrove’s floating face. There, a hologram comprised of softly scrolling blue text outlined the nature of Weatherby’s assignment.
 
   It looked as if he’d been on detachment to some kind of archeological dig. They’d discovered some old ruins on a Class G moon in the Mari Sector.
 
   Class G.
 
   I frowned. Class G meant the moon was uninhabited.
 
   “Do you mean someone killed him?” I corrected.
 
   “No,” Hargrove’s voice came in bursts. I could see the sweat beading along his brow.
 
   “… I don’t understand.”
 
   “Neither do we,” he stated through a sharp breath. “Weatherby’s body… was torn to shreds,” his voice twisted with such anguish it made me shiver.
 
   Then I realized what he’d just said. “Torn to shreds?” I couldn’t keep my voice steady. Nor could I stop myself from locking my now bloodless hands on the side of the workbench and leaning in. “What the hell do you mean? That moon is meant to be uninhabited, right?”
 
   Hargrove nodded. “There’s no other biological entities on this rock apart from the research team and our detachment of military personnel.”
 
   “So somebody from one of those teams killed him,” I began, voice growing dark.
 
   “No, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. We’ve already done the autopsy report. Ensign Weatherby was killed by… something. But it wasn’t a member of either teams.”
 
   “… Then someone else landed on that planet and killed him.”
 
   “We had a scout ship in orbit the whole time. Nobody else landed on that planet, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I stretched back, trying to recede from this mystery. “That’s… I don’t understand.”
 
   “Neither do we. But we’re looking into it. My doctor is running a full autopsy report of the Ensign’s remains now.”
 
   My blood chilled. I hated the word remains. It reduced a human to mere flesh and blood. Or whatever was left of it.
 
   “My doctor has contacted the Star Forces for further assistance in identifying the Ensign’s attacker. I haven’t heard back from her, but—” he stopped abruptly.
 
   “Lieutenant?” I leaned closer to the hologram.
 
   He was looking away from me, probably at some comms panel by his side. Clear confusion crossed over his already stress-lined face. “What the hell?” he said in a soft tone.
 
   “What is it?” My heart kept beating louder and louder until it felt it would drown out everything else.
 
   Hargrove took a moment to answer. “It seems Star Forces Central Command are dealing with this.”
 
   I felt my own brow crumple. If I didn’t feel so sick at learning of the death of my best friend, I’d have to laugh. Star Forces Central Command dealt with high-level command duties. It housed the Joint Admiral Committee. They dealt with wars and threats to the Alliance.
 
   “I… I…” Hargrove lost his train of thought. “They’re sending a ship… Christ, they’re sending the Armadale.”
 
   I couldn’t control myself this time – I let out a choked scoff. “That’s impossible. The Armadale is a strike ship. They’re currently dealing with pirates along the Northern Advance—”
 
   “Unless there’s a mistake with this transmission, they’re sending the Armadale,” Hargrove’s voice shook.
 
   Why the hell would Central Command send one of their fastest most effective strike ships to some obscure archeological dig?
 
   Ensign Weatherby had been one of my best friends. I hadn’t seen him in a couple of months, sure, but we always kept in contact. His death was crushing. But this – this didn’t make any sense.
 
   I passed a hand over my face, burying it into my palm momentarily.
 
   “Shit,” Hargrove swore softly.
 
   I dropped the hand.
 
   Hargrove’s brown skin had paled, his bloodshot eyes more pronounced than ever.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “They don’t want me to make contact with anyone regarding this situation. I didn’t get this message in time—”
 
   “Relax, Lieutenant. I can confirm you didn’t receive that communique until after you contacted me,” I said before digesting exactly what he’d said.
 
   … Central Command didn’t want information about this incident to spread?
 
   There were several possible reasons for a total communications blackout, but I couldn’t think of a good one that would apply now.
 
   Hargrove looked even more destroyed than when he’d begun the conversation. He kept glancing back at the screen to his left, as if he couldn’t believe what he was reading.
 
   I couldn’t believe it either.
 
   “I could lose my command for this.” He planted a hand on his brow, his fingers drawing hard against his hair.
 
   “No you couldn’t. You did not receive your orders before you put in this call. Plus, you have my assurance that I will treat this information as secret, and will not speak of it. I will abide by the same blackout orders you have received.”
 
   “This came directly from the Joint Committee,” Hargrove said with a trembling voice.
 
   My mouth opened.
 
   I wanted to point out he had to be wrong. But unless this was all some kind of elaborate joke, Hargrove was telling the truth. He wouldn’t have achieved the position of lieutenant if he’d been incapable of reading communiques.
 
   … Which meant everything he’d just told me was true.
 
   We stared at each other for a few more shocked seconds.
 
   “Should I admit to Central Command that I’ve already contacted you?” Hargrove asked.
 
   It wasn’t a question he should be asking. It only had one possible answer.
 
   Yes.
 
   But I didn’t snap at him. I could sympathize with his pain and confusion, even if it meant I had to push mine back momentarily. “Yes, Lieutenant, let them know. I will also submit a report detailing that you are not at fault, and that I will abide by the blackout. Have you contacted anyone else?”
 
   “No. Just you. I was going to leave his family to last. I figured it would be easier to start with a fellow Star Forces officer.” Hargrove took a stiff breath and closed his eyes for a brief moment. When he opened them again, he appeared to have regained a modicum of control. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   I nodded my head low. “Good… luck, Lieutenant,” I managed. Though I’d intended my words to be encouraging, my voice faltered.
 
   Hargrove snapped a salute and ended the transmission.
 
   That left me alone in my room reeling.
 
   Max Weatherby was dead.
 
   … We’d grown up together, and he’d always been there – a voice of reason whenever my father’s imperial fervor drove me to the edge.
 
   Sure, we weren’t as close as we once were, but that didn’t matter.
 
   This still hurt like hell. This still felt as if someone had driven a knife right through my chest.
 
   I stood there for a few minutes with my hands clasped around the edges of the bench. My fingers were painfully stiff, and I watched as they drained to the color of bleached bone.
 
   Finally I pushed myself away.
 
   I staggered, legs like water.
 
   Grasping a hand over my mouth, I took a breath, letting it hiss between my fingers.
 
   I made it to my bed and sat down.
 
   Max was dead, and there wasn’t a damn person I could tell about it. By the sounds of Hargrove’s transmission, even Weatherby’s parents wouldn’t be finding out any time soon.
 
   A sense of loss swelled through my stomach, feeling as if it would make the rest of me shrivel and disappear.
 
   Then, at the edge of my grief, the questions started to build.
 
   What the hell had killed Max? And why was Central Command getting involved? It had to be something big – something massive to draw their attention.
 
   They were sending the Armadale too…. She was the kind of ship you sent in to make sorties behind enemy lines.
 
   I locked a hand on my jaw and drove my fingers so hard into the skin it was a surprise I didn’t pluck it off.
 
   Angling my head towards the window, I realized the Ra’xon had already left the station far behind. In fact, somewhere during my conversation with Hargrove, we’d jumped to beyond-light-speed. Slices of white light spun past the window, turning to every color of the spectrum as they disappeared.
 
   … I couldn’t stare at the view forever.
 
   Instead I closed my eyes.
 
   I’d lost my best friend and my ship in 24 hours. What would I lose tomorrow?
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Research Dig, Mari Sector
 
   Research Manager Amy Lee had no idea what was going on. Ever since they’d found the shredded remains of Ensign Weatherby’s body, all hell had broken lose.
 
   Not only was the camp afraid, but Central Command were swooping down on them.
 
   Amy didn’t know a great deal about the internal structure of the Star Forces – it was a topic she’d always chosen to stay away from – but this didn’t seem right. Didn’t the Central Command deal with threats to the whole Milky Way?
 
   According to Hargrove, Central Command were even sending another ship to ‘help,’ as he’d put it.
 
   She didn’t understand. Though Weatherby’s death had been unfortunate and regrettable, why would they need another detachment of the Star Forces? Surely one ship was enough. She’d only asked for military assistance in the first place because they had better matter scanners than she could source, and it would be easier to monitor the dig site from their scout ship.
 
   She was currently standing on one of the hover lifts as it descended into the cavern.
 
   The dig had halted.
 
   News Central Command were sending the Armadale had now spread. She had no idea what kind of ship that was, but some of her research staff seemed to think it was a big deal.
 
   Amy hadn’t always had the best interpersonal skills – they got in the way of research. She could still pick up on emotion though, and she understood her staff were scared stiff.
 
   She let her gaze flick towards the solid metal wall at the opposite side of the cavern. Her hover lift was agonizingly slow. She’d had to buy it with her meagre grant money. It was the same with the scaffolding that was now crisscrossed against the great wall.
 
    It was all cheap and nasty, and her engineer had to keep repairing it – much to his irritation.
 
   So her trip down to the bottom of the cavern was agonizingly slow. She let her gaze scan her once buzzing dig. Now all her staff were huddled in the main camp. Her ocular implants were acting up, but even from here she could see that their shoulders were all hunched in.
 
   With a terse exclamation, she pushed her glove over her helmet. She was still in a suit. In fact, she’d taken the opportunity to change into her mech suit. With a hardened exterior built for extreme pressures, it acted more like armor. It was bloody uncomfortable and stifling, though; it felt like you were walking around in a metal coffin. But it was solid and safe.
 
   And she wanted to feel safe right now.
 
   Though she kept telling her staff that everything was fine and that what had happened to Weatherby was just an isolated incident… she couldn’t push away her own fear. Not entirely. It clung to her like a fine mist on an autumn morning.
 
   Every movement she made was quicker and less smooth than usual. There was a constant niggling at the base of her spine, too.
 
   Sighing through frustration – angry at herself more than anything – she swiped a hand over her helmet again.
 
   The delicate work of this dig sight did not call for a mech suit, but she wouldn’t take it off.
 
   Her gaze drew towards the wall one last time.
 
   It was mesmerizing. She’d never seen anything like it.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I was on maintenance duty. It seemed that my skills – or lack thereof – would not be utilized on the Ra’xon.
 
   I’d been given one of the simplest tasks my superior could think of – a proximity scan. My task was to scan certain sectors of the ship with a handheld device, so that information could be compared with the ship’s internal scanners. If there was any discrepancy, the internal scanners should be recalibrated.
 
   It was boring work and considered menial, but that didn’t bother me.
 
   It would give me a chance to become better acquainted with the Ra’xon. It may even help me locate areas that could be hiding Omega class weapons. Though I doubted I would detect them with a hand scanner, I may be able to find areas of interest.
 
   I threw myself into the task, glad for the simple distraction.
 
   I slowly made my way around the various sectors of the ship. She really was massive. It was easily the largest vessel I’d ever served on.
 
   It was, however, not the largest vessel I had ever travelled on.
 
   Professor Axis’ facility was aboard the Alliance’s greatest starship. One barely anyone knew about. Its existence was a top secret amongst the Star Forces Central Command.
 
   It was called the Miracle. And it was anything but.
 
   It was where Professor Axis and the other stooges of the Alliance conducted their most secret, illegal, and inhumane experiments. Far from prying eyes.
 
   I barely had to concentrate on my task as I walked, keeping a slow step as I methodically scanned a wall to my side. With a distracted gaze, I looked at my reflection in the shiny panel before me.
 
   I looked at least 10 years older than I was. But I felt at least 50 years older than that. To think, only five short years ago I had been filled with the passion and hope of a new recruit.
 
   Now there was nothing left but bitter anger at what had happened to me.
 
   I turned a corner and entered the next room I had to scan. It had a small viewing portal and a single small red couch. I’d already overheard a few crew referring to it as the lovers’ seat.
 
   It was currently occupied. Not by a couple, but by none other than Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd.
 
   He barely looked up as I entered, then, as if realizing who I was, he snapped his gaze my way.
 
   There was a definite haunted edge to his expression. Though I tried to reason it was stress over losing his ship, he looked far worse than when I had seen him last.
 
   His cheeks were pale, lips softly turned into a weak frown, his gaze as dead as the wastelands of space.
 
   Maybe I gazed at him too long, because he cleared his throat, mistakenly believing I wished to converse with him.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked quietly.
 
   I brought my scanner up and gestured with it. “We are recalibrating the internal scanners.”
 
   “Fun,” he managed. Then, rather than asking me questions relentlessly, he hunched his shoulders in, clasped his hands roughly in his lap, and stared at the floor. Not the view of the stars streaking past as we travelled beyond light speed, but his hands. He paid especial attention to his thumbs as he rolled them over one another. You would think that the secrets of the universe were written there in every whorl and mark.
 
   I frowned.
 
   If it were up to me, I would’ve turned around and walked out. But it was critical that I scan each section of the ship in order.
 
   So I had no option but to return to my work.
 
   Though this room was small, my scans had to be meticulous. I would take a slow step every five seconds or so, sometimes having to double back on myself.
 
   Soon I walked in front of the window, compromising the Lieutenant Commander’s view. It didn’t matter; he was still staring at his hands.
 
   My gaze kept flicking towards him, even though I should have been paying attention to what I was doing.
 
   “… How have you been going?” he asked suddenly.
 
   I wasn’t expecting his question. He seemed so pulled in by his own troubles, it was a surprise he remembered I was in the room with him.
 
   “I’m fine, sir.” I didn’t turn back to my scanner. For the briefest of seconds, I got the urge to enquire how he was.
 
   The answer was obvious. He wasn’t okay. You didn’t need to be a counsellor to see how much pressure he was under from his posture as he sat there, and how much obvious stress crumpled his brow and haunted his gaze.
 
   “How are you adjusting to the ship?” he asked, finally tearing his gaze off his hands.
 
   I’d been staring at his hands too, and quickly looked away. “It has only been a day and a half.”
 
   “Yeah,” he admitted in a soft tone, “it feels like longer.”
 
   “… How is the Godspeed?” I asked. I shouldn’t have engaged him in conversation. I kept telling myself that I wanted nothing more than to get away from this man and his incessant questions. And yet I still asked.
 
   He let his gaze drift over the view until it slowly returned to me. “She’s salvageable. The crew are fine, or at least they’ll heal. No deaths,” his voice appeared to crumple on the word deaths.
 
   “… That’s good,” I managed. I’d stopped scanning without even realizing it, and my device suddenly gave a beep encouraging me to take another step forward.
 
   I complied. I paid attention to the scanner for almost five seconds before letting my gaze slide towards him once more.
 
   He was staring at his thumbs again.
 
   I tried to think of a question to ask. Again, I had no idea why I was willingly engaging this man in conversation.
 
   Or maybe I did know.
 
   It was because of how sad he looked. Yes, he was a lieutenant commander and I was nothing but an ensign, and yes, he was a member of the Star Forces and a champion of the Alliance.
 
   But I couldn’t ignore his sorrow, no matter how hard I tried.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander,” I began.
 
   He looked up. “Yeah?”
 
   I opened my mouth.
 
   I didn’t get the chance to ask my question.
 
   A lieutenant walked in. Annabelle Williams. She’d served aboard the Fargo with me.
 
   I’d barely had any interaction with her, and she didn’t even glance my way as she walked in. Instead she locked all of her attention on the Lieutenant Commander. “Nathan, I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” she said, concern crumpling her brow.
 
   Though I’d never had much to do with Lieutenant Williams, I knew from experience she was a woman who rarely showed emotion. She was known as a very strict officer.
 
   She always strictly followed regulations too, and regulations would have her refer to the Lieutenant Commander by his title, not his first name.
 
   “Why did you need to see me?” the Lieutenant Commander asked, not pulling her up on the use of his first name.
 
   Clearly they knew each other.
 
   I watched their interaction out of the corner of my eye.
 
   Annabelle suddenly swiveled her gaze towards me. “Do you mind?”
 
   “She’s doing a sensor calibration scan. She’s doing her job,” he added, as if that wasn’t clear.
 
   Lieutenant Williams didn’t react. Instead she sat down next to the Lieutenant Commander.
 
   At first I automatically assumed that they were a couple. Though it was frowned upon for the crew of the same vessel to become romantically attached, you couldn’t stamp it out completely. As long as it didn’t affect your work, most officers wouldn’t pull the crew up on it.
 
   The Lieutenant Commander didn’t react well to Williams sitting so closely, though. He shifted back, shooting me an uncomfortable look.
 
   “We need to talk about the mission,” Williams said.
 
   “Not in a public place, we don’t,” he chided quickly.
 
   Williams slid her gaze towards me again, and was clearly dismissive. “How long until you’re finished?”
 
   “Approximately five minutes and 46 seconds. In this room, at least,” I answered.
 
   “Great,” Williams nodded. “Is there somewhere else we can talk?” She returned her attention to the Lieutenant Commander.
 
   “I was kind of busy actually,” he said.
 
   The Lieutenant’s delicate brow crumpled. “Doing what? Staring at the view? I’d hazard a guess there’s a better one in your quarters.”
 
   The Lieutenant Commander cleared his throat immediately.
 
   “Not like that,” Williams blushed. “Can we just go somewhere and talk?”
 
   “Like I said, I’m busy.”
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “Chatting to the Ensign here,” he answered.
 
   I drove my teeth into my bottom lip. Why would he say something like that? Was he trying to blow Williams off? But why would he use me as an excuse?
 
   Lieutenant Williams slowly looked from me to the Lieutenant Commander, her confusion obvious. She quickly returned her attention to the Lieutenant Commander. “Fine. I get it, you don’t want to talk now. But please,” her voice dipped low, shaking for some reason, “come and see me when you get the chance.” With that she rose, shot me one last confused look, and walked out.
 
   The Lieutenant Commander waited for her to leave before he leaned back, closed his eyes, and let out a relieved breath. “Thanks for that,” he managed.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For buying me some time,” he answered as he pressed forward and pinched the bridge of his nose.
 
   “Time?”
 
   “Lieutenant Williams can be kind of intense sometimes. I don’t need intense right now,” his voice dropped low, that sad quality returning to his gaze. Then he blinked hard. “Which I should not have told you. That was unprofessional. Please don’t share that with anyone else on the ship.”
 
   I shrugged. It was an oddly easy move considering my usually tense body. “I don’t know anyone aboard this ship, sir, so there is no one for me to tell.”
 
   He managed a small smile. He looked away, then back as he said, “you know me, don’t you?”
 
   “We have met,” I conceded as I pretended to return my attention to the scanner.
 
   He snorted. It was a brief moment of levity considering his current somber mood. “What’s your story, Ensign Jenks?”
 
   I stiffened. Somehow his conversation had lulled me, but the man who asked too many questions was back.
 
   His gaze flicked over my body, and his brow compressed. “You get edgy when anyone asks you that, don’t you?” He sat forward, dropping his hands between his knees. “It’s okay. You’ve got a history, don’t you?”
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   “I may not be the best commander,” his voice dropped, “but I do care for my crew. I understand that not everybody who joins the Star Forces comes from a place of privilege like me.” He shot the window a bitter look before softening his expression as he glanced at me once more. “Not everybody grows up in the lap of luxury. Some people have to fight to live. I understand that, Ensign. But know this – the Star Forces protect its own. We’re here for you.”
 
   He spoke with a genuine soft smile, as if he truly believed his words.
 
   The Star Forces were not here for their own. They were here for themselves.
 
   He was right. I did have to fight to live. But the one force he assumed could protect me was the one that hunted me.
 
   “You don’t have to tell me what’s going on with your life. But you can, if you want to. Or I can arrange for a counsellor—“ he began.
 
   “I don’t need to speak to a counsellor,” I said so quickly my words ran together, “I don’t have a problem.”
 
   “We all need to speak to somebody once in a while. Unload your burdens. It’s only human.” He brought his hands up and his gaze locked on his thumbs once more. “If those around us don’t know of our burdens, they can’t share them. And some burdens are too large to carry on our own.”
 
   “Then what are your burdens, sir?” I asked before I could think of what I was doing. The question just pushed itself from my mouth. It was a reaction to the palpable sense of sadness radiating off him. A sadness that was enough to push away my own fear, if only for a moment.
 
   He slowly lifted his head. “A few hours ago I found out my best friend died,” he answered as he stared distractedly past me.
 
   I felt the hair along the back of my neck stand on end. “… I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Yeah, so am I.”
 
   Silence spread between us. I hadn’t glanced at my scanner for at least a minute.
 
   For the briefest, craziest moment I got the urge to tell him I was on the run from the Star Forces itself. In a few short breaths I could dump my whole sorry story.
 
   But if I did that, I’d see another side to the Lieutenant Commander.
 
   He might have appeared pitiable now. His interactions today may have made it seem as if he was a good man with a good heart.
 
   But he was still Star Forces through and through. If I admitted what I was and who I had run from, he would drag me back to Professor Axis.
 
   So I turned away.
 
   I could feel his eyes on the back of my neck. “Do us a favor. Don’t tell anyone what I just told you. My friend… his family don’t know yet.”
 
   “I won’t tell anyone. Like I said, I have no one to tell.”
 
   “Yeah. Well, see you around, Ensign Jenks. If you change your mind, and you decide you do need someone to tell, you can make it me.” With that I heard him stand and walk out.
 
   I glanced around and saw a flash of his face before he retreated into the corridor beyond.
 
   Though his features were marked with sorrow, his brow was dented with determination.
 
   My scanner suddenly beeped, commanding me to continue my sensor sweeps.
 
   I did so, but my mind drifted back immediately to the man and his offer.
 
   It seemed impossible that in a galaxy as cruel as this there could be someone to confide in.
 
   …
 
   Dig site, Mari Sector
 
   The first indication of a problem was a slight shudder that ran through the cavern floor and up into the scaffolding around Amy Lee.
 
   At first she thought it was nothing more than a tremor. Moons like this were usually geologically unstable.
 
   She ignored it and got back to work. Considering the rest of her crew were too agitated to do their jobs, she had taken it upon herself to study the circle of language, as she’d named it. Those three strange concentric circles – the only decoration on this massive wall.
 
   She was currently standing on the top of her scaffolding. It really was a mess. Due to her low-budget, she hadn’t been able to afford smart scaffolding, and had to make do with what she’d been able to afford. The result was a higgledy-piggledy mess that scrawled across the wall, different kinds of scaffolding Jerry-rigged together.
 
   Still, it was stable.
 
   As soon as the tremor passed, she pressed herself closer towards the wall. With one hand of her black and gray mech suit pressed up against the smooth metal, she brought her eyes as close to those three concentric circles as she could.
 
   The light reacted strangely around them. Though her mech suit came with its own light source, one she shone directly into the center of the circles, the light was diverted by something, shooting off in shafts and illuminating different sections of the wall around her.
 
   Pressing her teeth into her lip, she got a flurry of excitement.
 
   This really would be the biggest discovery of her career, wouldn’t it?
 
   She’d done a brief literature search, and there wasn’t anything like this anywhere else.
 
   She simply couldn’t wait to find out what was on the other side of this wall.
 
   People had accused her of being too driven by her job before. To her naysayers, she lacked the empathy to deal with people, and rather preferred the dead civilizations of the past.
 
   They were wrong.
 
   And to prove they were wrong, she broke away from the wall and twisted around to check on the main camp again.
 
   She’d tried to give her staff a pep talk, but it hadn’t worked. So she’d let them rest.
 
   With two fingers pressing into the wall she turned around, and she scanned across the room until she locked onto the camp.
 
   That’s when she saw something odd.
 
   Her mech suit had once belonged to a mining operation. It was one of the most expensive pieces of equipment she owned. Still, like everything else she’d managed to source, it was always breaking down.
 
   The once perfect targeting sensors were now shot to pieces.
 
   Still, there was just enough computational power to pick up something strange.
 
   She stared out across that massive cavern to the opposite wall. All on their own, the hover lifts were ascending to the surface.
 
   Nobody was on them.
 
   They were simply being called back to their various stations.
 
   “Shit, it’s a glitch,” she realized, getting ready to call her engineer.
 
   The last thing you wanted was for all of your hover lifts to be stuck on the surface. She would have to call Hargrove and get his men to fix them, otherwise her entire crew would be stuck down here in this cavern. And Hargrove would hate being called out for a simple engineering task.
 
   She fumbled inside her suit, thumbing on the controls that would contact her chief engineer.
 
   Then she stopped.
 
   She saw black shapes rapidly descending the walls of the cavern.
 
   No larger than people, they were unsupported by any hover lifts, and simply sailed down to the bottom of the cavern.
 
   Her heart leaped into her throat and she threw herself forward until the hands of her mech suit locked on the railing of the scaffolding. “What the hell?”
 
   The shapes landed. They weren’t crushed against the bottom of the cavern – instead she saw them slowly pull up and land gently.
 
   That’s when she realized they weren’t objects, but people. Dressed in jet black armor.
 
   Her heart beat louder and louder, harder and harder, her hands wrapping so tightly around the railings she dented the cheap reinforced metal.
 
   She watched as a few of her staff popped their heads around from the main camp to see what was going on.
 
   And that’s when the firing began.
 
   The black shapes brought out guns, and began to kill her crew.
 
   Amy Lee screamed. She pushed herself backwards, her mech suit slamming against the smooth wall, the sound echoing all around the cavern.
 
   The black shapes kept shooting. She could hear her crew screaming, hear they’re terrified shouts cut out as one by one they were mowed down.
 
   Nobody had a chance.
 
   Nobody had a goddamn chance.
 
   She fell to her knees, shivering and shaking inside her suit. Sweat poured off her brow, blanketing her face until it was hard to blink.
 
   But with a shaking hand she acted.
 
   She punched in the coordinates to put out a distress call. “This is research manager Amy Lee, we are under attack—“ she began.
 
   Then she stared in horror at the inside of her visor as it told her her message could not be sent.
 
   There was a dampening field in place.
 
   Whoever those black shapes were, they had made short work of her team.
 
   At first her crazed mind thought it must be Hargrove. Maybe he’d snapped and sought revenge.
 
   But she saw those black figures mow down several Star Forces personnel who’d been at the camp. Though they tried to fight back, the black figures were simply too powerful.
 
   Hargrove wouldn’t sacrifice his own people.
 
   She shook so badly that her fingers kept inadvertently pressing against the controls of her suit.
 
   Once the black figures had murdered everybody in the camp, she saw them turn towards her. Or maybe they didn’t lock on her – maybe they all stared as one at the massive alien wall.
 
   She stared at them.
 
   Soon, she would die. She realized this.
 
   But she was determined not to die in vain.
 
   During her years as a student of the Alliance Archaeology Society, she’d forayed into signal studies.
 
   She’d once come across an old civilization who’d found a unique way to propagate messages through space.
 
   She’d written a paper on it, or at least she’d tried to. It had never been published. It had been suppressed by the Star Forces. Apparently they were worried that such a method could be used by the rebellion to hide messages and avoid signal jammers.
 
   She tore her eyes off those black figures, even though she saw one break off from the group and head towards the scaffolding.
 
   She extended her fingers and started to type on the controls housed within her gloves. She moved feverishly, not caring that her knuckles burnt from her efforts. She didn’t have to worry about injuries – she would die soon.
 
   This mech suit wouldn’t be able to protect her from those black figures, but it did have enough on-board equipment to propagate her signal. All she had to do was access certain sub-space frequencies. Then she could send her message, and though it would be dampened by the jamming field, the jamming field wouldn’t be on forever.
 
   The old civilization she’d written her paper on had found a way to propagate messages using naturally amplifying spatial phenomenon. Your message bounced back and forth between these phenomena until it could spread further and further.
 
   It was her only hope.
 
   She worked as quickly as she could.
 
   She did not put any personal information in that message. She had a husband and a nine-year-old child, but none of that mattered.
 
   She took rudimentary scans of the area with her suit, and waited.
 
   She could feel somebody climbing the scaffolding.
 
   She ground her teeth together, locking them so hard the tension referred right down her neck and deep into her chest.
 
   Their heavy steps shuddered over the metal until finally she saw somebody pull themselves up onto her section.
 
   They were human, or humanoid.
 
   Amy didn’t know much about the Star Forces. She was an academic, not a soldier.
 
   There were a few things, however, she did know. As her gaze flicked jerkily over the figure before her, she recognized the design of the armor.
 
   It belonged to a specialized unit of the Star Forces.
 
   In other words, the soldier before her – the one who was raising his gun – was from the Star Forces.
 
   “Wait,” she commanded, buying time as she packed this last snippet of information into her message and finally sent it. She brought up two trembling hands. “Wait.”
 
   The soldier extended his weapon. It was an Omega class gun.
 
   They were illegal in the Alliance.
 
   Yet this soldier still held one.
 
   “You can’t beg for your life. You have to die,” the soldier said. And then he shot. One bullet from his Omega gun was all it took to tear through the toughened exterior of her mech suit and plough right out the other side.
 
   It tore a hole in her chest and her limbs snapped right off her body.
 
   Research Manager Amy Lee was dead before her mech suit struck the metal floor.
 
   The soldier stood above her for a few seconds. His sophisticated armor scanned her mech suit and picked up the message she’d tried to send. He thought nothing of it though, as the jamming technology they’d deployed using satellites around the moon would stop her last ditch communiqué from ever being heard by anyone.
 
   He considered her prone body for a few more seconds before reaching forward, locking a foot on what remained of her back, and pushing. Though her mech suit was heavy, his armor adjusted, and with the lightest of kicks, he pushed her body over the edge of the scaffolding. It sailed down to the cavern floor far below, landing with such force it crushed a hole into the soft rock.
 
   He turned.
 
   He reached a hand out towards the wall.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I woke an hour before my first duty shift.
 
   I let the minutes tick past as I stared at the ceiling, one bare arm tucked behind my head, my fingers driving hard into my skull.
 
   For a few brief sweet seconds after I’d woken, I forgot about Max’s death, I forgot about my ship, I forgot about everything.
 
   My mind slipped from thought to thought with blessed ease.
 
   Then reality slammed into me.
 
   I brought up a hand and dug my fingers into my brow, pressing it down until the skin crunched over my eyes and I saw stars. 
 
   And I remembered. I remembered how we’d talked. We’d talked about how we’d go, me and Weatherby. Over a few beers after a long night at the Academy, we’d turned to the topic of how we’d die.
 
   Me, I wanted to go out in a blazing battle for the Alliance. I wanted to be a hero. I wanted to prove my father was wrong about me.
 
   Weatherby, he’d wanted to go in his sleep. Though he’d joined the Star Forces, it was only a means to an ends. He wanted to gather enough savings so he could afford a farm on one of the colony planets.
 
   He was less concerned with glory, and more concerned with just living a good life.
 
   Or at least, he had been.
 
   I winced as I shifted back, the sheet falling from my chest as I sat upright and stretched my shoulders.
 
   I was still in the back-brace, though it would probably come off sometime today. I’d only been injured three days ago, but I’d be perfectly healed by now.
 
   I was still stiff, though. Not from the accident, but from the tension I just couldn’t shake off. My muscles seemed locked no matter what I did.
 
   Finally I pushed myself out of bed. I glanced around my room, and my gaze drifted over my workstation.
 
   Instantly I remembered Hargrove’s disembodied face floating over it, his bloodshot eyes widening with fear.
 
   “Christ,” I said as I suddenly remembered something. I’d forgotten to send in my corroborating report to Star Forces Command.
 
   I leaped over to the bench.
 
   It shouldn’t be too late. Still, I should call Hargrove himself and let him know of my delay.
 
   I punched up the coordinates of the original message, and commanded the computer to send a communication.
 
   I waited.
 
   No response.
 
   “There is no ship at those coordinates,” the computer soon informed me.
 
   “Then contact the,” I searched my memory, “the Pluto instead.” That was the name of the scout ship.
 
   “There is no Pluto on available comms.”
 
   I frowned and shook my head. “What do you mean there’s no Pluto on available comms? You mean they’re in a communications blackout, right?”
 
   “No, I mean the Pluto has been destroyed.”
 
   “What?” My voice rocked from my throat.
 
   “There has been an accident. The Pluto was destroyed.”
 
   “What, when?”
 
   “The exact time is unknown. Somewhere in the past 24 hours.”
 
   “And what about the dig in the Mari Sector?”
 
   “There is no record of a dig in the Mari Sector.”
 
   “Yes there is,” I countered.
 
   “There is no recorded dig in the Mari Sector,” the computer repeated.
 
   I shook my head over and over again. “Fine. Do we have any information on what happened to the Pluto?”
 
   “There was an accident. Details have been suppressed. Investigation is ongoing.”
 
   I locked a hand over my mouth and pushed hard into my lips until they folded against my teeth. “Do I have security clearance to find out what’s going on?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Who has security clearance to find out what’s going on?”
 
   “Security clearance has been restricted to the Joint Committee.”
 
   “What?” My voice rattled out, echoing around the room.
 
   “Security clearance has been restricted to the Joint Committee,” the computer repeated, as if I was simply hard of hearing.
 
   I took a shuddering step backwards.
 
   This didn’t make any sense.
 
   There’d been a so-called accident that had destroyed the Pluto?
 
   And there was no recorded information of the dig in the Mari Sector?
 
   What the hell was going on?
 
   “You are receiving a transmission from the Enforcement Unit,” the computer suddenly announced.
 
   I paled.
 
   The Enforcement Unit was a section of the Central Command that dealt with the protection of secrets. You didn’t get a call from them unless they suspected you of treason.
 
   I took a shuddering breath.
 
   The computer did not ask whether I wished to receive the transmission – it simply transmitted it.
 
   There was no hiding from the Enforcement Unit.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd, you have just accessed restricted information. What is your interest in the Pluto and its destruction?” a toneless male voice asked.
 
   I thought, and I thought quickly.
 
   If I’d been given some time, if I hadn’t been so stressed, I wouldn’t have done what I was going to do next: “I have a friend who is serving on that ship. We communicate regularly. He’s a close friend. I was involved in an accident several days ago, and I wanted to tell him about it.”
 
   There was a pause from the other end of the line.
 
   My heartbeat tripled and quadrupled.
 
   I’d just told an outright lie to the Enforcement Unit.
 
   I lived for the Alliance, and I’d just turned my back on it.
 
   I pressed a hand harder and harder into my forehead. Fortunately the message was only audio, and the Enforcement Unit couldn’t see how terrified I looked.
 
   “We see. Who was your friend aboard the Pluto?”
 
   “Ensign Max Weatherby. We served at the Academy together. We’ve been in contact on and off ever since he graduated,” I added. Maybe the details were extraneous, but I hoped they’d help prove my story. There would be a log of my regular communications with Max.
 
   “When were you last in contact?”
 
   “… About five weeks ago, I think.”
 
   “Why are you looking up information on the archaeological dig in the Mari Sector?”
 
   I winced. Presumably Max hadn’t been on that dig for more than five weeks. The Enforcement Unit wanted to know why I knew anything whatsoever about the dig site. “I heard it from a mutual friend. Max always hated babysitting missions. Whenever he was ordered to go on one, he complained to anyone who would listen.” That, at least, wasn’t a lie. I felt confident that Max would have spread news about his mission to everyone who would’ve listened.
 
   “We see. Standby.” The message paused.
 
   I swore under my breath, letting my lips pull back over my teeth.
 
   What the hell was I doing?
 
   I had to stop lying and start telling the truth.
 
   But it was already too late.
 
   This was the Enforcement Unit. I might be a lieutenant commander, but I was nothing to them. They wouldn’t bat an eyelid at my status. They wouldn’t care that I’d been selected for a critical mission to the Hari system. They wouldn’t consider my exemplary record.
 
   They would simply cut me down. If they suspected I’d been keeping information from them for any reason, they would court martial me.
 
   I couldn’t believe this. I had just blown away my career.
 
   There was a beep. “We have corroborated your story. But, Lieutenant Commander, you are under strict orders to share this information with no one. You will not mention the name of the Pluto; you will not seek information on it. You will not discuss the archaeological dig in the Mari Sector. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You are under blackout. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If you are found to share any information about this situation, you will be court martialed. There will be no trial. Do you understand?”
 
   My mouth was dry. “Yes.”
 
   “We will end the transmission now.” There was a beep and then silence.
 
   I stood there, cold as deep space, frozen like ice.
 
   What the hell had I just done?
 
   Somewhere in my swell of self-hate, the questions started to pierce through.
 
   I could have just jeopardized my career, but what the hell was going on here?
 
   The Pluto had been destroyed? By what?
 
   And why were the Enforcement Unit all over this?
 
   Why were they actively preventing information from spreading?
 
   … Could it be the resistance? But surely if it was the resistance I would have been told. I was already party to that secret.
 
   My best friend had died, killed by something nobody could identify, and now his ship and all his crewmembers had been killed, too. And if my brief search on the Mari Sector dig was anything to go by, I imagined that had been destroyed as well.
 
   All evidence had been wiped away.
 
   What the hell was going on?
 
   The computer beeped once more. I stiffened. “This is a reminder that you are on duty in approximately 32 minutes. It is suggested that you partake of sustenance. Your command shift will last for eight hours exactly.”
 
   I locked my teeth together and breathed through them.
 
   Then I turned, and as hard as it was, I dressed in the black-and-white of my Alliance Star Forces uniform.
 
   My fingers shook as I attached my command stripes.
 
   I caught a glimpse of myself in the window. I’d never looked worse in my life.
 
   I was like a dead man walking.
 
   … Maybe I really was a dead man walking. The Enforcement Unit had told me they’d corroborated my story, but for all I knew, they’d keep digging.
 
   And they wouldn’t have to push far to tear a hole in my tale.
 
   All they need to do was find evidence that Lieutenant Hargrove had contacted me, and they’d realized I was holding something back.
 
   … But if they had evidence of that at their fingertips, they would have acted already. There was every possibility that the Pluto had been destroyed before anyone had bothered to check its communication logs, and maybe Hargrove had never got the chance to inform command that he had contacted me. The only evidence of our communication would be in the Ra’xon’s logs.
 
   If they found it, I’d be dead.
 
   I tried to breathe, but my chest couldn’t punch out far enough.
 
   I felt trapped.
 
   I was trapped.
 
   In the space of about 10 minutes I’d thrown away everything I’d worked for my entire life.
 
   As soon as I thought that, I thought of Max. Easy-going, laid-back Max. The Max who’d pulled me through the Academy, not because I hadn’t been able to keep up with him, but because he’d always showed me the lighter side of life. He kept me going when all my father had ever wanted to do was knock me down.
 
   That Max was dead.
 
   And he had been killed by something. Something the Joint Committee wanted to cover up.
 
   … His parents would never find out how he’d really died.
 
   I stood there and blinked.
 
   I wanted to tell myself that the Star Forces couldn’t be involved in this – that they weren’t actually covering up his death, but simply protecting some secret. One that was for the good of the Alliance.
 
   So why did I feel so hollow inside?
 
   Because… this didn’t add up. The Armadale – a strike ship – had been sent to that dig site.
 
   Then, suddenly, the Pluto had been destroyed and the dig site simply no longer existed?
 
   That couldn’t be a coincidence.
 
   If something had attacked the Pluto, the Armadale would have been there to protect it.
 
   … Or it could have been there just as easily to destroy it.
 
   I tried to push that thought away. It was tantamount to treason. But the thought was stuck – lodged deep in my hind brain. I took another step back.
 
   “It is suggested that you go and take sustenance. Your duty shift begins shortly.”
 
   I opened my mouth to tell the computer to shut up.
 
   Then I stopped.
 
   “What is my duty shift today, again?”
 
   “The Captain has requested that you take over the duties of Lieutenant Ma’biv while he recovers from septican flu. The Lieutenant is the requisitions officer.”
 
   I smiled. I’d already known that answer.
 
   Requisitions officers had access to the complete ship movements of the Star Forces throughout the Milky Way. You needed to in order to coordinate with other vessels so you could resupply on the run.
 
   Your job was to update your own supply list and coordinate with nearby ships to keep a never-ending supply circling around the fleet.
 
   You had access to the complete Alliance Fleet manifest. Including the locations and supplies of each vessel.
 
   The Armadale would be on that list.
 
   If I turned around right now and asked the computer to tell me where the Armadale was, that information would no doubt be picked up by the Enforcement Unit. Yet if I happened to casually glance at their location on the Alliance Fleet manifest, it would simply be considered part of my job.
 
   I took a breath.
 
   Then it hit me. What I was thinking. Christ, this really was treason. Going behind the Enforcement Unit’s back….
 
   That thought couldn’t hold.
 
   The memory of Max came flooding back into my mind.
 
   I straightened my command stripes and walked out the door.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I couldn’t stop thinking of him. Which was unusual. Most of the time I couldn’t stop thinking about my own troubles.
 
   It was something about the way he’d looked at me. The undiluted sadness in his gaze. And more than that, the fact he’d shared it with me.
 
   His friend had died only that morning, and it was clear that Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd wasn’t taking it well.
 
   I was on another duty shift, and once more I was scanning the ship, centimeter by centimeter, in my endless task of recalibrating internal sensors.
 
   As wild as it sounded, I kept looking over my shoulder, kind of hoping that I would run into him again. If only to see that he was okay.
 
   Which was incredible. Usually I didn’t have the time or energy to worry about other people’s problems.
 
   It was also dangerous. I couldn’t allow myself to get close to a man like the Lieutenant Commander. You didn’t rise through the ranks of the Star Forces unless you were good at taking orders.
 
   There was no question about what he would do with me if he found out who I was.
 
   So I pressed my lips together and focused on the scanner.
 
   As I did, I tuned into the conversations of the crew members walking around me.
 
   Most were inane. Some were not.
 
   “Did you hear? We’re stopping off at Fa’xon One. We’re picking up Commander F’val.”
 
   “Don’t we have enough command staff already with the leftovers from the Godspeed and the Fargo?”
 
   “You want to keep your voice down? I don’t want to get another reprimand for insubordination.”
 
   “It isn’t insubordination. I feel like we can’t move for commissioned officers.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have to fear them so much if you’d just do your job once in a while.”
 
   “Shut up. Why the heck are we picking up Commander F’val anyway? I thought he was the golden boy of the Star Forces ever since his victory over the pirate factions in the Northern Wastelands. Surely he’s too important to hang out with the likes of us.”
 
   “I don’t know, but I can’t wait to meet him.”
 
   “Really? Rumor has it he has the personality of a pulse rifle. There was a story circulating in the Academy back when I was a recruit that he was actually a member of the Enforcement Unit.”
 
   “As if.”
 
   “What? They’re meant to be all around us, aren’t they? The eyes and ears of the Joint Committee, spying on our every move, searching under every bed for even a whiff of the resistance.”
 
   “You’re an idiot.”
 
   “Thanks. I am touched you noticed. We should really get a hustle on though – Chief Engineer Malax is going to crucify us again.”
 
   I slowly turned and watched the two ensigns hurry on down the corridor.
 
   I’d only been faintly interested in what they’d said, until they’d mentioned the Enforcement Unit, that was.
 
   A feeling of nausea spread through my stomach.
 
   … They couldn’t be here for me, could they? Maybe I hadn’t been careful enough on the station, and maybe they’d figured out I was an escaped telekinetic warrior.
 
   My whole back stiffened as fear raced through my system, my hand clutching around the scanner so tightly I had to concentrate hard not to pulverize it. My grip wasn’t that strong, but my mind was far, far stronger.
 
   “You okay?” someone asked from behind me.
 
   I turned quickly to see the Lieutenant Commander.
 
   He looked… shattered. Absolutely shattered.
 
   It was so obvious and so compelling that I forgot my own troubles for just a moment. “Are you alright?”
 
   “I look that bad, huh? Rough night. You know… that thing we talked about yesterday?” He looked up at me from underneath his brow. “How I mentioned that my friend died,” his voice dipped so low it couldn’t carry.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Sorry to do this, but I really need your word that you won’t spread that information. To anyone. It is extremely sensitive. I know it’s asking a lot, but can you do that for me? Can you keep a secret?”
 
   I’d heard stories about Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd before I’d met him. Brave, bold, the kind of soldier the Star Forces loved. One who was happy to sacrifice himself for any cause.
 
   The man who stood before me looked like someone else completely.
 
   He looked real, for one thing, not just a legend.
 
   I suddenly realized he needed an answer. I nodded. “I mean it, I have no one to tell. And even if I did, I wouldn’t.”
 
   It took a moment, but a stiff smile spread across his face. It showed no mirth whatsoever. “That’s good to hear. One thing’s going right today.”
 
   He turned on his foot to leave.
 
   “Commander.”
 
   He turned over his shoulder. “Yes?”
 
   “I… hope… you’re okay,” I pushed the words out. I fumbled over them, but finally I pushed them out.
 
   One side of his mouth ticked into the smallest smile. “Thanks for your concern, Ensign. And thanks for the sentiment. I hope you’re okay too.” With that, he turned.
 
   I watched him go.
 
   I shook my head and returned to my task.
 
   It had been a long, long time since I’d been drawn into somebody else’s troubles.
 
   Back when I’d joined the Star Forces that had been my impetus – to help. I’d been foolish, naïve, and gullible. But at the heart of all of that had been a sincere desire to assist others. If I’d known then what I knew now, I would have realized that was impossible. At least under the banner of the Alliance Star Forces.
 
   But maybe that was the challenge. Though my mind told me there was no one to help in this ship or in this tortured fleet, perhaps there was.
 
   My thoughts drifted back to Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd. He had lost his friend, and clearly it was causing him troubles.
 
   For a fleeting moment, I wondered if I could help.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Subbing in for the requisitions officer should have been an easy job. But that eight-hour shift was one of the longest of my life. In between supervising the other crew in the various cargo bays of the Ra’xon, I took fleeting glimpses at the complete fleet manifest.
 
   It didn’t take too long to find the Armadale. Though her current position didn’t put her in the Mari Sector, it put her close. Close enough for a quick sortie to the dig site.
 
   As for the Pluto, it had been removed from the manifest. There was no information on it – no news that it had been destroyed – it had just disappeared. Perhaps the Joint Committee hoped that no one would notice.
 
   My gut kept churning, a distinct disquiet gathering through my body until a fine patina of sweat soaked my brow.
 
   What should have been an easy shift was turning into a nightmare. As every second passed, I grew more and more nervous.
 
   I expected the Enforcement Unit to jump out of the shadows and take me away.
 
   Still, I did my job. Better than I should, considering my circumstances.
 
   I was nothing if not thorough. The man I'd replaced, however, didn't seem to be nearly as thorough as me. There were whole sections of the cargo that hadn't been catalogued yet. Indeed, certain components of the cargo bay appeared to have been taken off the blueprints.
 
   I threw myself into the task of properly itemizing the ship’s stores. It was the only thing that could take my mind from my downward spiraling thoughts.
 
   I grabbed a series of blueprints from deep in the ship’s databases. They would have been uploaded when the ship had first set sail.
 
   They'd be the most accurate, as the ones the Lieutenant had seemed to have been changed so often, they were now a jumbled mess.
 
   I took a handheld scanner, latched it onto the magnetic holster around my hip, and accessed a service panel. Due to the size of this ship, there were several maintenance sections you couldn't access through the lifts or the hallways. You had to get down on your hands and knees and crawl through access tunnels.
 
   It was the perfect task for a man who was being haunted by his own thoughts. I wouldn’t have to maintain polite conversation with anyone, and I could swear and grimace all I liked.
 
   I gave the respective crew under my command tasks to do, and set about crawling through the interconnected shafts of the Ra’xon.
 
   Every time my thoughts twisted back to Max or the Enforcement Unit, I sunk my teeth deep into my bottom lip and let myself experience the pain instead.
 
   The access shafts of this ship were far more generous than on the Godspeed. This vessel really was megalithic. It had to be. It wasn't just one of the flagships of the fleet, it also housed experimental weaponry too.
 
   It seemed that every year the Alliance developed far more astounding weaponry. According to rumors, the Ra’xon would soon be outfitted with experimental triphasic rays that could theoretically allow it to destroy a ship even whilst it was in beyond light mode.
 
   There would have been a time when such a thought would have filled me with pride. It would have been further evidence that the Alliance was the greatest civilization that had ever lived. Now it left nothing more than a hollow feeling sinking deep through my gut.
 
   My fingers were tight around my scanner as I crawled uncomfortably through the access shafts.
 
   There was minimal lighting down here, and I had to squint to see ahead.
 
   "These blueprints are a mess," I mumbled to myself as I checked the scanner once more. Something had to be interfering with my small handheld scanner, because it kept giving jumbled readings. As I came to a T-junction in the tunnel, the scanner failed to recognize the shaft continuing down to my left.
 
   "What the hell?" My brow dug deep down against my eyes as I positioned myself right in the center of the T-junction and swept the scanner back and forth, jamming my fingers against the buttons in a fruitless effort to make the scanner work.
 
   "This damn thing must be broken," I muttered to myself as I snapped the lid closed in frustration.
 
   A tide of guilt and anger threatened to sweep over me.
 
   I clenched my jaw so tightly, it was a surprise I didn't shatter my teeth and spit shards onto the grated metal below me.
 
   I shook my head from side to side, a few beads of sweat trickling down my brow and streaking across my cheek.
 
   Finally I pushed that bitter torrent of emotion back.
 
   I would just have to wait and see what would happen next. If the Enforcement Unit came after me I would know that they knew of my treachery.
 
   Even if they never tracked me down, would I be able to live with myself?
 
   My entire identity was predicated on my service to the Alliance Star Forces Fleet. I thought about myself as a lieutenant commander, and every memory I cherished was one that had taken me along the path of serving my people.
 
   Now my entire identity was threatening to crumble from beneath me.
 
   A heavy sinking feeling kept pushing through my stomach, and if I concentrated on it for too long, I swore it would see me sink right through the toughened metal grating of the tunnel floor and right out of the bottom of the ship itself.
 
   If my father could see me now – if he ever found out what I'd done – he wouldn't just disown me, he'd probably push for my execution.
 
   He simply could not abide fools, but more than that, he hated traitors. He despised them.
 
   One of his own commanders had once betrayed him, and my father had made it a personal vendetta to make her pay. He’d pushed for the death sentence, and she’d been executed.
 
   The more I thought about him, the more sweat played across my brow until I groaned with frustration and took a swipe at it with the back of my hand.
 
   Even though I should have continued further up the tunnel, I decided to stray off to the left. I opened the scanner once more, punching new commands into the screen, my fingers stiff, my movements angry. Fortunately the little handheld scanner was built for endurance, and I wouldn’t be able to shatter it, no matter how violent I became.
 
   Some part of my mind was aware of the fact I should be concentrating on my next mission. But what was the point? The rest of me doubted I would ever make it that far.
 
   The Star Forces did not react well to traitors. Once upon a time I had understood that as necessary. We had the majority of the Milky Way to protect. Every citizen of the Alliance deserved our best and bravest efforts, and they would only get those if we stopped the free flow of secrets.
 
   If someone was stupid and arrogant enough to betray the Star Forces, they deserved everything they got.
 
   … I hadn’t been stupid, and I hadn’t been arrogant; I’d just been stuck in the wrong place at the wrong time.
 
   If Lieutenant Hargrove had never called me, I wouldn’t be in this predicament.
 
   … And I wouldn’t know about the mystery, either.
 
   Max had been killed. Regardless of everything else that was going on, I couldn’t forget that fact.
 
   I owed it to him to find out what had happened. Even if it meant my career.
 
   I shook my head and continued forward, knees and hands starting to fatigue from all my crawling.
 
   But maybe pain was what I needed to feel right now.
 
   I crawled along faster and faster, muttering at my scanner as it still refused to believe there was a tunnel in front of me.
 
   I had to keep manually accessing the original blueprints of this ship to chart my path.
 
   When the requisitions officer was back, I was going to have to have a good chat to him about maintaining accurate scans.
 
   Though I was new to this ship, I was good at navigating, and I was fairly sure I was currently somewhere under one of the main engine cores. The business of pushing a ship as large as this beyond the speed of light was a complex one. The Ra’xon didn’t have only one engineering core, but 20. They were spread around the ship at even intervals. There was a central drive system right in the absolute center of the ship that coordinated the power from each drive.
 
   I kept crawling along the tunnel until I reached another T-section.
 
   I thumbed the scanner, flicking back to the original blueprints.
 
   And I frowned.
 
   I twitched my head to the right.
 
   The tunnel before me wasn’t even on the blueprints, let alone my scanners.
 
   “… What the hell?”
 
   Of all the mysteries I was currently facing, this appeared to be the most innocent, but still captured my attention as I pushed myself down the tunnel.
 
   By now the base of my palms were red and raw, but I ignored them as I shifted further down the access shaft.
 
   Slowly but surely the curiosity of what lay before me started to push away my spiraling negativity.
 
   No matter how far I travelled along this tunnel, both my scanner and the blueprints were sure it didn’t exist. Just as I opened my mouth to exclaim what the hell, my command PIP chimed.
 
   I jolted backwards, shoulder slamming into the wall beside me. Muttering to myself as I palpated my arm, I extended a hand to support myself. These tunnels were too cramped to sit or kneel comfortably.
 
   Eventually I cleared my throat. “Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd here.”
 
   “Sir, this is Ensign Saxus. I’ve been instructed to contact you. The Captain’s requesting your presence in a meeting with Commander F’val.”
 
   “Sorry, what did you just say?” I locked a hand on the shaft beside me, brow compressing so hard over my eyes it was hard to see in the bare illumination around me.
 
   “We’ve just rendezvoused with the Warden, and Commander F’val has boarded.”
 
   “Commander F’val?” I repeated, tone twisting high in surprise. “Why wasn’t I told he was coming on board earlier?”
 
   “It was on the ship-wide update report this morning, sir. You must have missed it.”
 
   I pressed my hand harder into the shaft wall beside me, curling my fingers until they grated over the metal plating.
 
   Suddenly I couldn’t breathe.
 
   It had nothing to do with the fact Commander F’val was supposedly an acquaintance.
 
   It had everything to do with the fact he’d been linked on multiple occasions with the Enforcement Unit.
 
   “Do you know when it was decided that the Commander would come on board?” I asked in a stuttering tone.
 
   It was an odd question, I just hoped the Ensign would know the answer.
 
   “Ah, I guess I’m not sure, sir. I’ll just have a look… the first mention of it on an update report was at 2100 last night.”
 
   2100… possibly an hour or so after Hargrove contacted me.
 
   Christ.
 
   The Commander was here for me, wasn’t he?
 
   I’d underestimated the Enforcement Unit. They must have known about Hargrove’s original communication with me. The fact I hadn’t mentioned that to them this morning meant I’d only solidified my guilt in their eyes.
 
   They were here to arrest me.
 
   “… Ah, sir, are you okay?”
 
   “… Of course. I’ll make my way out of the tunnels as quickly as I can. Tell the Captain I’ll be there in 20 minutes and relate to her the reason for my delay.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir.”
 
   “Lieutenant Commander out.” My elbowed jerked, no longer capable of holding my weight, and my back slammed up against the shaft wall. An echoing boom reached out through the access tunnel in both directions.
 
   “Shit,” I swore, “shit!”
 
   I brought a hand up and pressed it over my eyes, grinding the palm against them until I saw stars.
 
   This was it.
 
   The end.
 
   My entire career was now over. Everything I’d worked for….
 
   I swore again.
 
   Then, just as sickness and guilt threatened to take over me, my hand formed a fist all of its own accord.
 
   The anger flooded in.
 
   The anger at Max’s death. The anger that it could be this easy to sink my career. Technically, I hadn’t done much wrong. I’d lied about Hargrove’s communication, but I hadn’t sought out restricted information in the first place. I had no intention of sharing that information, either.
 
   So why should it cost me everything I’d ever worked for?
 
   I knew I couldn’t stay here slumped in this tunnel forever. I had to face my future.
 
   As hard as that was.
 
   So I continued forward. I brought my scanner up, trying to chart a path to the closest access panel back into the main hallways of the ship.
 
   The damn thing was still insisting that I wasn’t in an access tunnel at all. I referred back to the old blueprints, and they were still just as useless.
 
   According to all the information I could access, I was currently smack bang in the middle of a solid wall. The problem was, I clearly wasn’t.
 
   Feeling my rigid muscles lock with tension, I forced myself forward. If I continued straight, I should technically intersect with an access panel at some point.
 
   And what would it matter if I were late to my own execution?
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   Commander F’val was already on board.
 
   We’d docked with the Warden – his strike vessel – in one of the smoothest, quickest procedures I’d ever seen.
 
   It was clear that the Commander was here for somebody.
 
   Me.
 
   My thoughts were a spiraling mess.
 
   Clearly I’d been incapable of keeping my true identity hidden.
 
   The Enforcement Unit were here to take me back to Professor Axis.
 
   I was currently walking along one of the wide corridors that ran between engineering and one of the many med bays. I had my handheld scanner and was completing yet another shift doing sensor scans.
 
   I paid no attention whatsoever to what I was doing.
 
   I had to decide what to do.
 
   I would not come quietly.
 
   I would fight the Commander and whoever else tried to capture me.
 
   One good thing about having completed so many proximity scans was that I had a fairly good knowledge of this ship’s structure.
 
   If it came to a fight, I’d know how to compromise it.
 
   Not just one room, but the whole goddamn vessel.
 
   … Would I kill everybody on board? Was I that desperate to ensure my own freedom?
 
   No. But there’d be a middle ground. And I couldn’t… I just couldn’t go back to Professor Axis. The future he had laid out for me was torture itself. Not just for me, but for everybody else too.
 
   He would use me to ensure the Alliance’s continued strength. I would be forced to wipe out the resistance, and then he would turn to his next goal.
 
   Total loyalty, he’d called it. The House of Lords and Ladies, though under the ultimate rule of the Alliance Council, were unruly. They caused much division within the Alliance.
 
   Professor Axis had a plan to gain their unconditional loyalty. His plan would require the deaths of millions, if not billions.
 
   I couldn’t feel as I stood there, the scanner still tucked in my sweaty white palm.
 
   I couldn’t feel anything but a diffuse sense of despair.
 
   At times I realized that no matter what I did – no matter how hard I fought to stay free – I would ultimately lose.
 
   Though I was unimaginably powerful, I was still only one woman.
 
   The Alliance was greater than me.
 
   The Alliance was greater than all of us.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   It was when I was making my torturous scramble back through the maintenance shafts that I found it.
 
   A panel.
 
   It was out of place. The only reason I noticed it was my scanner picked up a faint trace of energy that just shouldn’t be on the ship.
 
   There was a class of illegal weaponry referred to as Omega guns. They were powerful and were hellishly dangerous.
 
   They gave off a distinct energy signature, and though it seemed impossible, my scanner appeared to be picking it up.
 
   There was no way – absolutely no way – that there would be weapons like that on this ship. She was a flagship of the fleet, and it would be impossible to imagine her carrying some of the most illegal weaponry in the galaxy.
 
   I paused, checking the reading on my scanner.
 
   I wouldn’t have picked up on the energy if I hadn’t spent so much time trying to recalibrate this small handheld scanner. In my efforts to force it to recognize the shaft before me, I’d increased its output by a factor of 10.
 
   And that had been enough to pick up the faint trace of Omega weaponry.
 
   I shook my head, incapable of believing what I was seeing.
 
   It was enough to force back the wall of shock that had descended upon me.
 
   I was sure, 100% sure that as soon as I made it out of this tunnel, F’val would arrest me. He’d drag me back to the capital, and there the Joint Committee would condemn me. My father would watch over the proceedings, and he wouldn’t shed a single tear.
 
   Men like that never did.
 
   I told myself to keep moving, but I couldn’t. Instead I brought up a hand and tentatively ran a finger around the edge of the panel before me.
 
   It was smooth, but here and there were rough sections, indicating it had been pulled back a few too many times.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked myself through clenched teeth.
 
   I gave myself my own answer – I put my scanner down and reached around to the magnetic holster that was locked around my hips. There were a few versatile tools you could use to pull plating off and access various shafts.
 
   I quickly set about opening the panel before me.
 
   It was tough going, and occasionally I ran into trouble – my rotating screwdriver turning itself off several times.
 
   It must be defective, I thought to myself before defaulting to the brute force approach.
 
   Shifting until my back was pressed up against the opposite side of the tunnel, I brought my leg up, and I kicked swiftly at the panel. It was strong enough that my boot dented the metal.
 
   I kicked again and again, until I warped the plating far enough that I could push my fingers around the edges and pry it back.
 
   With a grunt that echoed down the shaft, I finally managed to tug it free.
 
   It clattered to the floor.
 
   … There was a room in front of me.
 
   It was large, big enough that as I ducked my head in, I couldn’t see from one end to another.
 
   Frowning, I brought my scanner around and tried to detect what was inside.
 
   The scanner cut out.
 
   “What the hell?” I stabbed my fingers into its electronic display, but it refused to come back to life.
 
   “Computer, increase the lighting in this section of tunnel.”
 
   The computer did not reply.
 
   “Computer,” I said in a terse breath, “increase the lighting in this section of tunnel.”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Christ, what’s going on here?” I spat.
 
   Feeling a knot of nerves form in my stomach, I cautiously shifted forward until I was further into that mysterious room.
 
   Then, taking a stiff breath, I finally shuffled inside.
 
   I stood, heart thundering in my chest.
 
   Though it was dark, I could see several crates stacked up neatly along the walls.
 
   Was this a cargo room? One that had been removed from the blueprints?
 
   … Or had I stumbled across something I shouldn’t have?
 
   That thought should have been enough to see me turn around and walk away.
 
   It wasn’t.
 
   Maybe I hadn’t become a lieutenant commander in the Star Forces out of duty to the Alliance. Maybe a large part of my motivation had always been curiosity. I’d wanted to be an explorer, not a mindless drone.
 
   And an explorer never turned away from his curiosity.
 
   I took several more echoing steps into the dark room, angling my head from left to right, feeling how tense my neck muscles were as they referred tension deep into my chest and the pit of my stomach.
 
   My mouth was dry, but my top lip was covered in sweat. I brought a hand up to wipe it off, noting the slight tremble in my fingertips.
 
   I was running out of time. I was due to meet the Commander and the Captain in probably a little under 12 minutes.
 
   It didn’t matter.
 
   I kept walking towards the shadow-encased crates in the far corner.
 
   When I reached them, I pushed out a hand, fingers touching the cool metal.
 
   Though it was dark, I recognized what the crates were from touch alone.
 
   They were weapons boxes.
 
   Shielded ones.
 
   I took a step back, squinting into the room, trying to use what bare illumination made it in from the half-lit tunnel beyond.
 
   I shuffled around the crates, shoes banging into them in the dark, hands tracing across their cold metal as I tried to discern exactly what type of weaponry was inside.
 
   Finally, with pure dumb luck, I reached a crate that was open.
 
   Like a cat cramming its paw down a darkened hole, breathlessly I shoved my hand into the open crate.
 
   My fingers bumped against the smooth cold metal.
 
   I grabbed something up, hauling it out of the crate.
 
   It was deceptively light despite its bulk.
 
   As soon as my hand clutched around its smooth angular side, it began to glow. Brighter and brighter.
 
   That’s when I recognized what it was.
 
   An Omega gun.
 
   I almost jolted back and dropped it, but my hands reflexively clutched around the weapon, pressing it against my chest as my eyes drew wide.
 
   My simple touch had been all that was required to activate it. Now the gun glowed powerfully, letting out a soft pulsing vibration that travelled deep into my chest and up into my throat.
 
   This was… impossible.
 
   This was impossible.
 
   Omega class weaponry could not be aboard the flagship of the fleet. Especially in a room that wasn’t on blueprints and couldn’t be scanned.
 
   This was….
 
   My mind went blank.
 
   Every mystery I’d come across in the past 24 hours mounted on my shoulders and threatened to push me right through the hull and send me tumbling into the void beyond.
 
   There was no reason – none whatsoever – why this ship would be carrying Omega class weaponry.
 
   There was an embargo on them for a very good reason – this type of weaponry could destabilize space. So what if it was powerful? If you used it too often, you could tear holes in the very fabric of reality. Nobody was desperate and stupid enough to use them.
 
   Or at least I wanted to believe that.
 
   I stood there with that gun pressed against my chest for a minute or maybe more.
 
   I felt as if my world was tumbling around me.
 
   Then finally I forced myself to take a step back. I turned towards the door, only then realizing the gun was still in my hands.
 
   I glanced down at it once more, eyes traveling over the smooth angular surface, the glow from the two antimatter chambers at the base of the gun lighting up the underside of my chin.
 
   I turned around, walked over to the open crate, and placed it back inside.
 
   Then I shivered, the move so violent it was practically a convulsion.
 
   I took a step back, boot squeaking against the polished metal floor.
 
   Revulsion swelled in my heart.
 
   I planted a sweaty hand over my mouth. Though it was impossible, I convinced myself I could smell the faint trace of the Omega weapon on my hand.
 
   Then finally I turned. I ran right out of the room and threw myself into the service shaft.
 
   Suddenly the memory of what had happened to my ship came flooding back in.
 
   Could this be the resistance? Could the spy from the Fargo now be aboard the Ra’xon? And could they be planning an attack? With that many Omega weapons, they could overpower the crew of this ship easily.
 
   I had to tell the Captain. Even if it would be the last courageous act I would ever perform in my career, I was determined to do it. For, despite my suspicions about the Alliance, I was still loyal to her people and always would be.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I’d been standing in the same section of hallway for the past 30 minutes now.
 
   I wasn’t moving, even though my scanner kept beeping at me, insisting I continue my task.
 
   I just couldn’t… force myself to continue any more.
 
   Icy fear laced up and down my back, sinking deep into the base of my spine, leaving a terrifying tingle pushing down through my limbs.
 
   To flee, I would have to attack. Something my body had been built for, but something my mind had never adjusted to.
 
   The terror of taking over another’s body or flinging them across the room and seeing their back shatter against a wall – it was one I could never accept.
 
   I gave a full-bodied shudder, the move so disruptive, I almost dropped the scanner.
 
   I sucked in a terrified breath, and it wheezed through my constricted throat.
 
   Fortunately the section of hallway I was in was relatively unused. Nobody had passed me.
 
   I was alone.
 
   Or at least I thought I was alone.
 
   Suddenly the access panel to my side shunted open without warning.
 
   Somebody barreled out.
 
   I gasped, jerking quickly to the side.
 
   Before I could suspect an attack, I realized it was none other than Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd.
 
   He looked… terrified. His eyes were wide, his cheeks slack, a truly haunted edge to his searching gaze.
 
   At first it appeared as if he hadn’t seen me. He pulled himself out of the access shaft, and turned hard on his boot without even bothering to close the panel.
 
   Then, just as he took a step away, he paused and jerked his head towards me.
 
   Neither of us said anything.
 
   … We just stared into each other’s eyes. It was a disarming experience. I’d never seen someone show as much unguarded emotion as he was now.
 
   I watched him swallow, the move pronounced as his throat pushed hard against his tight collar.
 
   “… Are you alright?” I asked, barely thinking of my words as I uttered them in a quick worried tone.
 
   “No,” he answered. I could tell from the shifting look in his gaze that he hadn’t wanted to be that honest. He took a stiff breath, took another lurching step backwards, and shook his head. He planted a hand over his face, the fingers spread in a stiff move. “Do me a favor, Ensign.”
 
   I tilted my head as I looked at him. “What?”
 
   “Guard that service panel.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “There are Omega weapons on this ship,” he said in a shaking voice.
 
   I didn’t react. At least not externally. Internally I felt a swell of relief.
 
   Though I still had a few weeks of grace before I would have another fit, the mere knowledge that Omega weapons were within reach was enough to fill me with much needed relief.
 
   “You know what an Omega weapon is, right? They are illegal,” his voice cracked.
 
   “Yes, sir,” I forced myself to say.
 
   “I… have no idea how they got to be on board this ship,” he said. Again his emotions appeared to be unguarded. His reaction – with all its raw surprise – appeared to be genuine.
 
   Nathan Shepherd appeared to be a smart man. Yet he must also be a fool. He must be under the impression the Alliance were governed by the same rules they set down for others.
 
   He locked a hand on his mouth and took a staggering step backwards. “Ensign… look after yourself.” With that, he turned and walked away.
 
   I ticked my head to the side, watching him until he was out of sight.
 
   He didn’t just appear to be rattled at the prospect of finding illegal weaponry on board this ship. Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd looked shattered. He looked as if he was barely hanging onto his sanity.
 
   Could this shock him that much, or was there something else going on?
 
   For the briefest moment I allowed my thoughts to be taken over by his troubles.
 
   Then I reminded myself of my own.
 
   Commander F’val was here for me. And I would not allow myself to fall.
 
   I looked left and right, ensuring nobody was coming down the tunnel. Then I took a step towards the open access panel. I locked a hand on the metal lip, leaned down, grabbed the door to the service panel, then shifted inside it with a smooth move.
 
   I closed the service panel, using my ability to jam it shut. Then I turned, a faint trace of yellow-gold light picking up over my elbows and trailing down to my hands. It was sufficient that I could now see my own reflection in the shiny panels to my left and right. With a determined, grim expression pressing across my face, I pushed forward.
 
   If I was going to fight my way out of this ship, taking a cache of Omega weapons with me would give me a very special advantage.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I stood before the Captain’s office.
 
   I had to use every ounce of my training not to shake in my boots.
 
   My heart wasn’t so much beating anymore, as shuddering forward then stopping, shuddering forward then stopping.
 
   I’d never felt so much tension rush through my body. It was murder just to breathe.
 
   But finally, finally I brought up a white knuckled, shaking hand and extended a finger towards the intercom button. “Lieutenant Commander Shepherd here.”
 
   “Come in,” the Captain said.
 
   The door opened.
 
   I didn’t even have any time to compose myself.
 
   The Captain was sitting behind her massive desk, and Commander F’val stood in front of it, his hands clasped behind his back.
 
   Both of them turned to face me.
 
   Their expressions were unreadable.
 
   I waited. Waited like a man facing a firing squad.
 
   The Captain cleared her throat. “I’m glad you could finally make it. What kept you?”
 
   What kept me? A cache of goddamn Omega weapons and the fact I was a dead man walking.
 
   I swallowed. “Sorry, Captain. I was in the service ducts when I received your command. The blueprints for that area are quite tricky. I kept taking wrong turns.”
 
   “Understandable. This ship can be a warren at times. Now you are here, please take a seat.” She gestured to the only other chair in her room.
 
   I swallowed again and slowly moved towards it.
 
   I sat, even though the only thing I wanted to do was run.
 
   The Commander didn’t appear to be paying attention to me.
 
   Appear, being the operative word.
 
   For all intents and purposes he was staring past the Captain at the shiny reflective panel between the two windows behind her desk.
 
   The panel would presumably show him my reflection.
 
   I waited.
 
   Why was the Captain stringing this out?
 
   Or perhaps the Commander hadn’t told her of my treachery yet.
 
   “You’re probably wondering what this is about and why I called you from your duties.” The Captain steepled her massive fingers as she shifted back in her chair, the thing groaning under her weight.
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   I waited.
 
   “We believe the Ra’xon has taken on a traitor. The same traitor who was responsible for the accident on your ship.”
 
   … Good god no. They couldn’t think that I scuttled my own ship. Could they?
 
   “We took on 10 members from the Fargo. It’s one of them,” the Captain said.
 
   ….
 
   I sat there. I could feel the weight of my back pushing into the chair. I could feel my breath as it whistled past my partly closed lips.
 
   It took a while for my brain to work, though. To understand what she’d just said.
 
   “That’s why I’m here,” said the Commander. “We have credible evidence that there is a spy aboard this vessel, and we want your help to root them out.”
 
   “My help? Why?” It was an insubordinate thing to say, but I couldn’t control my mouth right now. “I mean, how can I help you?”
 
   “First things first, tell us everything you know about Ensign Jenks,” the Commander said without pause.
 
   My heart skipped a beat. “Sorry, Jenks?”
 
   “She transferred aboard your ship, and then aboard this ship. She was close to the site of the accident, but mysteriously received no injuries,” Commander F’val said in a monotone as he stood there with his arms crossed.
 
   My brow crumpled. “I thought… she was just… lucky,” I managed in a stuttering tone.
 
   Then I stopped and thought about it for the first time.
 
   I’d been almost killed in the corridor. Though Jenks had been closer to the source of the explosion, she was fine.
 
   Absolutely unscathed.
 
   The Captain suddenly waved her hand to the left, and a hologram appeared over the desk. It showed a view of the station from the outside.
 
   It must’ve been taken just after the explosion, because you could see the whole deck had been virtually obliterated, structural shields the only thing keeping it in place.
 
   The Captain ticked her finger to the side, and the picture suddenly zoomed in.
 
   Right in the middle of that path of destruction, there was a section about four meters squared that was… fine. The hull was completely untouched.
 
   “What am I looking at?” I looked up at the Captain.
 
   “This section of hull was approximately 50 meters away from your position when the explosion struck.”
 
   “… And?” I swallowed.
 
   “And,” the Commander leaned in, pointing a scaly finger towards the hologram, “Ensign Jenks was there.”
 
   I swiveled my gaze from the hologram, to the Captain, then finally to the Commander. “… And? Was that section reinforced? Surely this isn’t really evidence, she was just lucky.”
 
   “That section of hull was not reinforced. There was no shielding, there was nothing in place that could have saved it,” the Captain explained as she sat back. It was the first time I noted the tension in her shoulders.
 
   “But hold on,” my thoughts struggled to catch up to the situation, “isn’t that,” I leaned forward and stabbed a finger right through the hologram, the light shifting around my hand like smoke, “the only reason the station survived? If… what you’re suggesting is correct, and Ensign Jenks is behind this, and she somehow shielded that section of hull to protect herself, why would she do that? If her plan had always been to knock the Godspeed into the Ra’xon and send it colliding into the station, then she hampered her own mission.”
 
   “We don’t know. All we know is that small section of hull,” the Commander gestured to the hologram again, “should have been destroyed. Every simulation we ran proved that, but it wasn’t. And because it wasn’t, Ensign Jenks lives.”
 
   There was now a ringing in my ears. With every passing second it was getting louder and louder.
 
   Unless the Commander was playing an elaborate game, he wasn’t here to drag me away, was he?
 
   Nobody knew about my treachery.
 
   ….
 
   “You look as if you’re having trouble believing this,” the Commander noted.
 
   I shifted higher in my chair, trying to hide my true feelings better. “To be honest, I kind of am. I’ll admit to you, I barely know Ensign Jenks, but she doesn’t seem the type to…” I trailed off.
 
   “According to reports, she has always had a troubling personality. Quiet, disengaged, and clearly distracted. She fits the bill,” the Captain noted.
 
   In my mind, spies were smoother than that. They hid their true feelings. They did exactly what I was doing – they maintained a friendly helpful disposition even in the face of defeat.
 
   Ensign Jenks – she was just a woman who was running from something.
 
   There wasn’t the faintest hint of righteous fervor anywhere in her.
 
   Something didn’t fit.
 
   I swallowed uncomfortably. “Do you have an issue with this, Lieutenant Commander?” The Captain leaned even further back in her seat, locking her gaze on me. “You have permission to speak freely.”
 
   I nodded stiffly. “Okay then. This still doesn’t make any sense. If you’re right, and Ensign Jenks really was the spy who scuttled my ship, then why would she protect that little four meter section of hull? Why would she be there in the first place? Surely she would have been as far away from the explosion as she could get? And surely she wouldn’t have bothered to protect that small section of hull, considering it was the only thing that saved the station and this ship.” I pointed a stiff finger at the floor. “Sorry to be so frank, Captain, but something simply doesn’t add up here.”
 
   “We cannot guess what her motivations are. And you are correct – we still do not know if she’s culpable. But she seems to be the best place to start. The Commander has requested your help in interrogating her and the other members of the Fargo. I am redeploying you to his command.”
 
   I blinked. Then I swiveled my head slowly to stare at the Commander.
 
   He was looking at me… intently. With his arms crossed in front of his chest, his head tilted to the side, and his vibrant eyes locked on mine, it was impossible not to note the quality of his attention.
 
   I found myself swallowing again.
 
   “It is imperative that we find the spy before they can do anything to this ship,” the Captain added.
 
   Suddenly I sat up straight, a memory punching into my mind.
 
   “What is it?” Concern flashed through the Captain’s gaze.
 
   “Christ, I…” I had to think fast.
 
   The Omega weapons. I hadn’t told anyone about the Omega weapons yet. No… worse than that, the only person I told was Ensign goddamn Jenks.
 
   I planted a sweaty hand over my brow, my fingers jolting over my nose before I let them fall to my lap.
 
   I had to make a decision. A short sharp decision. And it had better be the right one.
 
   Should I trust the Captain and the Commander? Should I continue to trust the Alliance?
 
   Or should I keep my discovery of the Omega weapons to myself?
 
   There was so much in this situation that didn’t add up.
 
   Somebody was keeping secrets.
 
   I just wasn’t sure who.
 
   The Captain’s brow furrowed. “Lieutenant Commander, what’s the problem?”
 
   I had to make a decision.
 
   So I did.
 
   I looked up into her eyes directly. “I was going to wait till your meeting with the Commander was over – considering he’s not a member of this ship – but you need to know this now,” I said, coming up with a pretty good lie on the run. It wasn’t customary to share intimate security details of your vessel with an officer not attached to it.
 
   I watched the Captain press two hands into her desk and lean forward. “What is it?”
 
   “Do I have permission to share critical security information with the Commander?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I found… when I was checking through the service ducts, I found a store room that wasn’t on the original blueprints and that my scanner couldn’t detect.”
 
   A deep frown pushed its way across the Captain’s face. “My requisitions officer has complained to me before that our internal scans are not always accurate. Due to the great number of engine cores on this ship, certain service ducts cannot be scanned accurately. As for the original blueprints, we have made modifications to this ship before.”
 
   I shook my head. Maybe there was something about the move, because the Captain stopped and stared at me.
 
   “I found weapons inside, Captain. Omega weapons,” I finally pushed the words out.
 
   The Captain receded back, pulling up to her full considerable height. “What?”
 
   “It was dark. Whatever was protecting that room turned off my scanner and stopped the computer from responding to my voice. There were crates in the room though, and one of them was open. They were Omega weapons,” my voice dropped down.
 
   The Captain shook her head.
 
   “Who else knows about this?” F’val asked. There wasn’t a single note of surprise in his voice. Just a cold efficiency.
 
   I turned my gaze towards him. Should I tell him the truth?
 
   Did I have any option?
 
   I’d made my decision. I was going to continue to trust the Star Forces.
 
   So I couldn’t give up on them now.
 
   I swallowed, mouth dry. I didn’t want to do this, but I had to. “Ensign Jenks. When I managed to make my way out of the duct via a service panel, she was standing right there. She’s been doing proximity scans for the last few days. I think she was doing another one. When I saw her there, I told her to guard the panel.”
 
   The Commander took a step back, turned, and headed for the door. He didn’t say anything to either of us; he just marched off.
 
   The Captain rose. “Get me a security team.” She tapped a finger to her command PIP.
 
   I snapped to my feet too. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, Captain. I wasn’t sure if I should share security information in front of Commander F’val.”
 
   The Commander had already left the room.
 
   The Captain shook her head. “You did the right thing. And you couldn’t have helped that Ensign Jenks was the only crewmember around when you made it out of the service ducts. But right now you need to show me where these weapons are.” She stepped forward and out through the open door. It was a surprise the floor didn’t shake.
 
   I turned and followed.
 
   I might have just met Ensign Jenks, but my heart went out to her.
 
   I hoped she wasn’t guilty. And if she wasn’t guilty, I was determined to find evidence to prove her innocence.
 
   There was a niggling thought, way back at the edges of my mind that told me that wouldn’t be enough. It reminded me that Max Weatherby, my best friend, had died at the hands of the same people I now trusted. The Alliance Star Forces.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I moved quickly through the tunnels.
 
   I could feel it. The closer I got.
 
   I could goddamn feel it.
 
   Lieutenant Commander Shepherd had been right – there were Omega weapons down here.
 
   I reached a section of tunnel with a panel that had been torn off and was lying discarded on the floor. It had buckled in several places, and it was clear that the Lieutenant Commander had kicked it open.
 
   I barely glanced at it.
 
   I locked a hand on the floor and pushed myself forward and into the room.
 
   It was dark.
 
   That didn’t matter. I activated the implant in my left elbow, and let the light pick up along my arm. It was strong enough that it illuminated the whole room.
 
   I saw at least 100 massive metal crates lined up against the walls.
 
   I shifted towards one in the far corner which was open, its lid propped up against its side.
 
   When I reached it, I stared down.
 
   My heart stopped beating, and my breath caught in my throat.
 
   There they were. Omega weapons.
 
   Thousands of them.
 
   I took a step back, gaze sliding across the wall of boxes.
 
   There had to be thousands of them.
 
   I’d never seen so many in my life.
 
   It was enough to outfit a small army.
 
   Or a resistance, I realized as I frowned.
 
   Could I have inadvertently stumbled upon a resistance cache?
 
   I shook my head as I returned my attention to the crate, locking my fingers over the edge as I leaned into it.
 
   I picked up a few Omega weapons, examining them in turn, expertly removing one of the antimatter chambers from the back and checking its integrity.
 
   I turned the gun over to check the secondary chamber.
 
   That’s when I noted it was empty.
 
   I frowned.
 
   The gun hadn’t been used. If it had been used, both chambers would have been used at the same time and one would not be empty while the other was full.
 
   I leaned further into the crate, searching through it as my illuminated arm lit up its contents.
 
   That’s when I noted an isolation kit.
 
   I recognized it immediately. It was all the equipment one would need to isolate compound 78 from an Omega gun antimatter chamber.
 
   There was even a med pack with a used electro-needle.
 
   I dropped the gun, letting it clatter at my feet as I took a step back.
 
   What in God’s name was going on here?
 
   … Could there be another like me?
 
   Another telekinetic warrior who’d been made dependent on 78? One who’d escaped to forge their own life?
 
   Suddenly I heard footsteps.
 
   Voices too.
 
   Reverberating down the small tunnel that led to this room.
 
   I reacted, and I reacted quickly.
 
   I activated both implants, a burst of light surging over my arms as I spread my hands towards the massive crates stacked along the walls.
 
   I spread my fingers and swept my hands to the side. As I did, that wall of crates shifted. Gracefully. With no sound. Though they were heavy, and should have grated along the floor, they didn’t.
 
   I picked them up and conducted them through the air with nothing but my mind.
 
   In a silent dance they rearranged themselves.
 
   I ran forward, slamming my back up against the wall just as I let my hands descend.
 
   The boxes drifted down gracefully, forming a wall in front of me.
 
   It was enough to block me off entirely from the rest of the room.
 
   I let my hands close, and the light erupting over them stopped.
 
   Then I brought my palm up and pressed it over my mouth as I stifled my breath.
 
   The footsteps stopped just before the room. Then there was a gasp, and I heard somebody move inside.
 
   “What the hell is this place?” a voice asked. I searched my memory, and soon realized it was the Captain.
 
   “I don’t know. But those are Omega weapons,” another voice said, quicker than the first.
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd. He’d clearly alerted the Captain.
 
   I hadn’t been quick enough.
 
   Still, all I had to do was wait until they left, and I could sneak out of this room. Or, if the situation called for it, I could punch my way right through the walls.
 
   I stood there with my back pressed up against the cold metal wall, my hand clamped so hard around my mouth I could have ground my lips to shreds against my teeth.
 
   I heard the Captain and the Lieutenant Commander walk through the echoing room until they reached something.
 
   I heard the Captain gasp again. “Good god, you’re right. They are Omega weapons. What the hell is happening here? Why didn’t I know about this room? How could somebody slip Omega weapons in under my nose?” Her voice shook.
 
   I pressed my hand further and further over my mouth.
 
   Then I heard another set of footsteps.
 
   More people were approaching.
 
   Perhaps it was the Captain’s security team. She was an efficient woman, after all. I expected she wanted these weapons catalogued and locked away in a safe place.
 
   Which meant it was unlikely I’d find a chance to sneak away. The Captain would have this room under guard until she cleared the weapons.
 
   … I would have to make a distraction.
 
   A big one.
 
   Just as I flicked my fingers forward, readying my power, I heard the footsteps reach the room.
 
   “Commander F’val,” the Captain said, “Lieutenant Williams, glad you could make it.”
 
   “Anna— I mean, Lieutenant, what are you doing here?” Nathan asked, tone brimming with surprise.
 
   Lieutenant Williams wasn’t on a security detachment. He had every right to be surprised. She wasn’t even a proper member of the Ra’xon’s crew.
 
   No one answered Nathan.
 
   “Are the weapons untouched?” F’val asked.
 
   “They appear to be,” the Captain answered.
 
   “Ah, what’s going on here?” Nathan’s tone had become more and more stressed. “Captain?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Captain, what’s going on here?” Nathan demanded.
 
   “You want to know what’s going on?” F’val’s voice rose. “You should have talked to Williams when you had the chance.”
 
   “What?” Nathan snapped.
 
   “It’s alright, Nathan,” Williams took a stuttering breath, “just trust us.”
 
   I positioned myself closer to the wall of boxes, finally dropping the hand from around my mouth as my curiosity got the better of me.
 
   “Just tell me what the hell is going on,” Nathan demanded.
 
   “Why don’t you tell us, Lieutenant Commander,” F’val suggested. His tone was guarded, and it was hard to guess what he was thinking, especially considering I couldn’t see his face.
 
   “… What the hell are you talking about?” There was the soft sound of a boot grating over the metal floor as Nathan either took a step towards or away from F’val.
 
   What I wouldn’t give to see what was going on.
 
   “Do you know why I’m on this ship?” F’val suddenly asked.
 
   Silence. A dead cold silence permeated the room.
 
   Then I heard someone take a stuttering breath. “What’s going on?”
 
   “What’s going on is you caught the attention of the Enforcement Unit. You lied, Lieutenant Commander,” F’val’s voice maintained a strange neutral calm, “you lied to the great Alliance Star Forces.”
 
   “C-Christ,” Nathan stuttered. I could hear him struggling for breath. “I-I can explain. I accidentally found out about the Pluto—”
 
   “None of that matters,” the Captain cut in. “The only thing that matters is what you decide to do next.” Her powerful resonant tone echoed through the room.
 
   “A decision? What are you talking about? It was all a mistake. I didn’t mean to lie. I just….”
 
   I pressed closer and closer to the box until my cheek was flush against the cool metal.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd, do you trust the Alliance Star Forces?” F’val asked.
 
   “Of course—”
 
   “Think carefully before you answer that question,” the Captain warned.
 
   “I… I’ve devoted my life to the Star Forces.”
 
   “That’s not what I asked, Lieutenant Commander. I asked if you trust the Alliance. Do you trust they will lead us on a just and worthy path? Do you trust they will do what is best for this galaxy and all its people? Do you trust them?” F’val’s voice boomed out through the room.
 
    “I….” Nathan trailed off.
 
   Was that doubt echoing in his voice? The great Nathan Shepherd just couldn’t question the Star Forces, could he? Not a man like him. His kind were the rank and file of the Alliance – men for whom loyalty was the only thing that mattered.
 
   So why wasn’t he confidently and boldly proclaiming that he trusted the Alliance?
 
   “It’s okay, Nathan, just tell us what you really believe,” Williams encouraged in a soft voice.
 
   “I trust… I trust… Christ, I don’t know who I trust anymore,” he answered.
 
   That floored me. His words might as well have formed a punch and knocked me clean out.
 
   I simply couldn’t believe that a man like Nathan Shepherd could ever doubt his masters.
 
   There was an edgy silence in the room. I waited for the Captain to reprimand him or to kick him out of the Star Forces on the spot.
 
   That’s not what happened.
 
   Slowly someone began clapping. The sound echoed through the room.
 
   “What are you doing?” Nathan’s voice shook.
 
   “You have every right to distrust the Alliance; they were going to throw you away,” F’val responded.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “This Alliance has always awarded loyalty with pain. No matter how much you sacrifice, you will never be rewarded with dignity and respect – they will simply use you,” F’val continued.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Nathan’s words came out as a stutter.
 
   “The resistance,” F’val finally revealed. “We are part of the resistance.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s okay, Nathan. You are amongst friends.”
 
   “The resistance?”
 
   The Captain of this ship was part of the resistance?
 
   I’d always known that their influence spread far – much further than the Star Forces liked to admit. But this was incredible. The Captain of a flagship was part of the resistance….
 
   I was no longer aware of my breathing and made no effort to control it.
 
   All I wanted to do was find out more.
 
   “You’re all part of the resistance? But you’re in the Enforcement Unit!”
 
   “Which is the perfect cover. I get to give traitors a choice. Join us and be part of the group to tear down the Alliance, or submit to the Alliance’s crooked justice. I’m giving you that choice now. I don’t know what you found out – I’m not privy to that information. I just know that whatever it is, it’s valuable enough to the Star Forces that they will bury you. Forever.”
 
   “The resistance are the only way to bring back peace to this galaxy,” Williams insisted.
 
   “You must trust us, Lieutenant Commander,” the Captain added.
 
   I was reeling at what I’d just found out, yet I appreciated my feelings would be nothing compared to Nathan’s.
 
   “So these… these weapons are yours?” I heard Nathan turn around.
 
   “Correct,” the Captain answered.
 
   “What the hell are you doing with Omega class weapons? They could tear a hole in the fabric of space-time.”
 
   “We do not use them,” the Captain said eloquently, “not as weapons, anyway. They can be used to isolate a specific compound.”
 
   “What compound?”
 
   “They’re for me,” Williams suddenly admitted in a small voice, “and the others like me, who were made dependent on compound 78.”
 
   I jerked backwards, shoulder slamming against the wall behind me.
 
   There was a slight pause.
 
   I crumpled a hand over my mouth.
 
   I just couldn’t… I couldn’t believe this.
 
   I couldn’t believe this.
 
   “What do you mean you’re dependent on some compound?”
 
   “Nathan, this Alliance you love so much, they’re monsters. Absolute monsters,” Williams’ voice shook. “Monsters,” she added, tone breaking like glass. “They’ve ruined so many people’s lives. They’ve killed so many people, all to assure their continued dominance.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The Farsight Program. The Alliance’s attempt to develop telekinetic warriors,” the Captain answered simply. “Most believe it is a myth. It isn’t,” her tone dropped ominously.
 
   “What?”
 
   “We will tell you everything. Just join us,” Williams begged. “Please, join us. We need someone like you to help make a difference.”
 
   “A difference?” his voice shook. “You call this making a difference? Were you responsible for attacking my ship? You’re the spy, aren’t you? All that bullshit about Jenks was just to put me off the scent.”
 
   I reeled at the mention of my name.
 
   “We have little interest in Jenks. Though some have suggested she may be a candidate for the resistance – it seems she doesn’t share most people’s fervor for the Alliance.”
 
   “So what about all that bullshit about that explosion on the station? Why would you jeopardize this ship? Why would you attack my ship?”
 
   “We took your ship out of the equation, Lieutenant Commander,” the Captain said. “You may not be aware of this, but your mission to the Hari Sector would have resulted in the destruction of your ship sooner rather than later. The Star Forces had every intention of using you, your crew, and your vessel as sacrificial lambs to see how powerful the resistance has become.”
 
   “… You’re lying,” Nathan tried.
 
   “We are not. I can show you the communiqués myself,” the Captain assured him.
 
   Another uneasy silence spread through the room.
 
   “The accident aboard your vessel was also a warning to the Alliance. It is time we, the resistance, lift our heads,” as the Captain spoke, she did so with so much authority it was a surprise I didn’t salute.
 
   “You… I…” Nathan trailed off.
 
   “To destroy the Alliance, we must make sacrifices. Williams almost lost her life to the Farsight Program. I have seen countless, countless decorated officers thrown away at the suspicion of disloyalty. This treachery cannot stand. We must undo the Alliance one battle at a time.”
 
   “One… battle at a time? Are you mad? I don’t care how big the resistance is, there’s no way we can undermine the entire Alliance Star Forces. They’re too big. And they’re growing too fast,” Nathan said.
 
   It was the first time he hadn’t reacted with anger or suspicion.
 
   Was he softening to the resistance so quickly?
 
   “One battle at a time,” the Captain repeated. “One battle at a time. But the time when we attack them head on is rapidly approaching. We need people like you to help us.”
 
   “People like me,” Nathan repeated, tone hollow.
 
   “You’re a great soldier,” Williams encouraged him.
 
   “I’m a great….”
 
   “You must make a decision now,” the Captain informed him, “soon the Ra’xon will be delivered to the resistance. Decide whether you will still be on it.”
 
   “You’re giving the resistance this ship?”
 
   “It is time to fight back,” the Captain replied.
 
   Once more, a cold uneasy silence spread through the room.
 
   It was so penetrating I swore it even sunk deep into my chest.
 
   “Decide,” F’val demanded.
 
   “Help us,” Williams encouraged.
 
   The Captain remained silent.
 
   “You want me to join you. Christ… the resistance.”
 
   “It will be the only way you’ll ever make a difference,” F’val added.
 
   That same goddamn silence spread through the room.
 
   I was suddenly keenly aware of my heart beating hard in my chest.
 
   … What would he decide?
 
   “I’ll… I’ll join you,” he said.
 
   “A wise decision, Lieutenant Commander,” the Captain commended him. “Now we must begin preparations to evacuate this ship.”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked.
 
   “I may be a member of the resistance, but I am still the captain of this ship. I have a duty to my crew. I won’t lay a finger on them. We will simulate engine troubles and I will command the crew to evacuate.”
 
   “… Simulate engine troubles. Was that what happened aboard the Fargo?” Nathan suddenly asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Williams replied. “The resistance desperately needs ships.”
 
   “We can discuss the requirements of the resistance later. We must evacuate this ship.”
 
   “Hold on, how the hell are we going to fly this thing? There’s only four of us,” Nathan pointed out.
 
   “At least ten percent of my crew are sympathetic to the resistance. It will be enough to pilot the Ra’xon to our main base.”
 
   “Which is where?” Nathan asked.
 
   “You’ll find out when we get there,” F’val said. “But the Captain’s right – we have only a small window to evacuate this ship and appropriate it. We need to take it now.”
 
   “… Alright then, what do I do?” Nathan asked.
 
   I would have given anything to see his expression right now. Was it muddled? Was confusion crumpling his brow? Or had he made a decision – the most important decision of his life – and had he committed himself to it, heart and soul?
 
   “The Chief Engineer is a part of the resistance. As soon as I give her the word, she will begin to destabilize the engines,” the Captain cleared her throat and appeared to take a powerful step backwards. “All you must do is help the evacuation. Once the rest of the crew have escaped in the allotted escape pods, we will appear to be attacked and boarded by resistance ships, who will take the vessel.”
 
   “So… I just stand around and help people get on escape pods. I guess I can do that,” Nathan managed, tone lighter for the first time since this fateful conversation had begun.
 
   “We need to be careful,” F’val warned. “There is every chance there are enforcement officers amongst the crew. Real ones.”
 
   “What?” Nathan asked.
 
   “The Alliance know the resistance are stealing their ships, and they’ve been putting safeguards in place, especially on ships as important as this,” F’val explained. “There may be enforcement officers on board. If they’re worth their money, they might realize what’s happening. They’ll wait till most of the crew evacuate, then they’ll try to take back this ship. They tend to operate in groups of two.”
 
   “… Just two? If ten percent of this ship’s crew are resistance, that’s roughly 25 people. Surely we can take them on?” Nathan asked.
 
   “Do not underestimate enforcement officers. Not only do they possess the Star Forces’ strongest prototype armor, but some of them are telekinetic warriors. They will pose a serious threat. That is, in part, why we wanted to ascertain your loyalty to the resistance first. You have a history of pushing back impossible threats.”
 
   “Ah, thanks. What the hell is a telekinetic warrior, though?”
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough,” Williams promised him.
 
   That promise echoed in my ears as the group finally ended their conversation and left.
 
   I stood there with my hand pressed against a metal crate for at least five minutes.
 
   I couldn’t move. There was a dense, heavy feeling sinking through my knees and into my feet. It felt as if they were turning to lead.
 
   I’d just learnt so much.
 
   … The resistance were far more powerful than I’d ever imagined.
 
   More than that though – they had telekinetic warriors.
 
   There were more like me.
 
   Oh god, there were more like me.
 
   As the seconds ticked by, I finally found the strength to close my eyes. I screwed them shut so tightly it would have taken a pair of light cruisers to pry them apart.
 
   A few errant tears streaked down my cheeks.
 
   I let them track their jagged paths across my skin until they trickled along my jaw and finally onto the collar of my uniform.
 
   My goddamn Star Forces uniform.
 
   I latched a hand on it, grip so tight it was as if I was getting ready to tear it in two.
 
   For several agonizing seconds I couldn’t move. Then finally, finally I let my hand drop.
 
   I shifted backwards and faced the wall of boxes.
 
   Then I shifted them out of my path. With nothing but a few small movements of my hands, the boxes lifted right into the air, flowing gently to the side as I walked out from behind them.
 
   Without glancing behind me as I continued to walk forward, I brought my hand down, and the boxes dropped silently into place.
 
   I didn’t pause.
 
   I left the room.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I couldn’t think.
 
   I could barely feel.
 
   Everything I’d known had been turned on its head.
 
   The resistance were real. And now I was a part of them.
 
   I kept staring at my hands as I walked through the corridors at Williams’ side.
 
   Occasionally I let my gaze slip towards her.
 
   … The Alliance had turned her into some kind of telekinetic warrior.
 
   I wanted to know exactly what they’d done to her. But I couldn’t ask. Not here, not now.
 
   We had a job to do.
 
   Occasionally I wondered what the hell I was doing.
 
   But it was too late now.
 
   It was too goddamn late.
 
   By the time we reached engineering, the game had already begun.
 
   Just as we walked along the wide hallway that lead to the triple reinforced trilarium doors, an alert sounded.
 
   “All Crew to emergency stations. There is a critical cascade in two of the engine cores. Repeat, all crew to emergency stations.”
 
   “This is it,” Williams said under her breath as she half turned to me.
 
   I nodded.
 
   The blaring whoops of the red alert echoed down the corridor, drumming into my skull.
 
   My heart beat ratcheted up to match it.
 
   All I had to do was follow Williams and help her.
 
   We raced into engineering, just as a bunch of shocked ensigns raced out.
 
   The Chief Engineer, a squat Raconian with six arms, was standing in the middle of the room shouting orders. For a woman who was just faking an engine failure, she was doing a hell of a good job.
 
   Clouds of steam swept across the floor, a few consoles on the far side of the room crackling as charges of electricity arced over them.
 
   “Try to get those buffers back on line,” the CE bellowed.
 
   A few of her engineers worked frantically at the main panels.
 
   “It’s no good. We can’t take the excess energy away from the cores. They’re starting to send the others into meltdown!” one engineer cried.
 
   “Keep trying,” the CE bellowed back.
 
   Suddenly a massive arc of energy discharged from the main shields that separated the engineering deck from the primary drive shaft. The bolt of electricity slammed into the center of the floor, and the CE had to knock an unsuspecting ensign out of the way.
 
   “That’s it, we’ve lost it,” the CE announced. “All noncommissioned officers out. The rest of you, we have to buy this ship enough time to evacuate.”
 
   Even though I knew it was all a ruse, I couldn’t convince my body of that. My heart slammed in my rib cage, my mouth as dry as a desert planet.
 
   “Get the Captain on the line,” the CE grabbed a slow ensign and shoved them towards the door with one of her many arms. “Captain, we’ve lost her. There’s nothing I can do. This ship will go down. It’s only a matter of time.”
 
   There was a pause. I heard the Captain take a ragged breath. “Buy us as much time as you can.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir.” With that, the CE took a jolting step backwards. She appeared to see us for the first time. “You two, help the crew escape.”
 
   Immediately she turned back to her task, throwing her squat body towards the main control panels.
 
   All her commissioned officers stayed with her, and I quickly reasoned they must all be in the resistance too.
 
   … The resistance must be massive. And to think, I’d never known. Until about a week ago, they’d been nothing more than a legend to me.
 
   “Come on,” Williams grabbed me by the arm.
 
   She pulled me out of the doors and into the chaos that was the hallways.
 
   Surprised ensigns ran in every direction, officers shouting orders as they strode between them.
 
   A few panels here and there crackled as the excess energy being produced by the cores overloaded their circuits.
 
   I had to duck to the side as an access panel to my side exploded, sparks spewing out and catching onto the arm of my uniform.
 
   I patted them off with a swipe of my hand and started to run.
 
   It wasn’t hard to evacuate a ship, even one like this. Evacuation drills were drummed into your head at the Academy. You knew exactly what to do. Every new crew member was drilled on evacuation procedures when they were inducted into the crew of a new vessel.
 
   We all followed those procedures.
 
   Red lights flashed through every corridor, the alert klaxons still blaring overhead.
 
   Williams helped ensigns into the waiting evac pods, as I stood back and barked commands.
 
   Between the pounding beat of footfall and the ceaseless blare of the red alert, it felt like reality had fractured into fragments of a nightmare.
 
   I saw snippets of surprised, shocked faces. I saw eyes as wide as planets. I heard screams.
 
   And all of it was for naught.
 
   This ship was fine.
 
   When we scooped the last ensign in our section onto an evac pod and disengaged it from the ship, I stood back and faced Williams.
 
   Her usually perfect hair was a mess, a few beads of sweat trickling down her worry-marked brow.
 
   I used to think she looked immaculate no matter what she did. Now I realized I didn’t know her.
 
   She’d likely faced horrors I couldn’t even imagine. Horrors that had been dealt out at the hand of the Alliance.
 
   ….
 
   She smiled. It was a small brief move, but it was enough to capture my attention.
 
   “Come on, Nate. We need to check in with the Captain to see if all the crew have been evacuated.”
 
   I nodded and turned hard on my foot to follow her.
 
   We ran down the corridors, the flashing red lights playing across our shiny command insignia.
 
   A few strands of her lose hair trailed out behind her as she started to roll up her sleeves.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
   “Getting ready. Captain,” she tapped her communication PIP, “we’re clear in this section. Have the rest of the crew been evacuated?”
 
   “Unclear. We’ve lost contact with crew on deck 16,” the Captain answered. For a woman who hardly ever showed stress, I could hear it shaking through her tone like an earthquake. “Get down there and see what’s happening. Be careful, though. It could be enforcement operatives.”
 
   I watched Williams close her eyes.
 
   “… What do we do?” I asked, heart in my throat.
 
   She opened one eye to look at me. “We buy them some time,” she croaked. “Come on.”
 
   I followed her.
 
   The ship was still a virtual nightmare, with the red alert blaring like a continuous explosion.
 
   The sound of our desperate footfall could not make it over that constant drone.
 
   “Hurry,” the Captain’s voice coming over Williams’ communication PIP, “someone is interfering with the engines. They’re trying to initiate a self-destruct. It must be the enforcement officers. You must stop them.”
 
   “God,” Williams’ voice shook. In fact, her whole body shook, her now loose bun splaying over her shoulders. “Come on!” she begged.
 
   I matched her pace as the two of us threw ourselves towards the deck.
 
   When we reached it Williams did something unusual.
 
   She spread both her arms wide and something… something happened.
 
   Light – glorious yellow-gold light spilled over her arms, forming a definite angular pattern as it plunged deep into her hands.
 
   “What the hell?” I jerked away from her, heart slamming so hard in my chest it felt as if it would shatter my ribs.
 
   “It’s my ability, Nate. Just keep going. We can’t lose this ship. It’s everything to the resistance.”
 
   Though the shock threatened to pull me apart, cell by cell, I followed.
 
   The light was so goddamn bright as it burnt over her arms, it was almost enough to counter the constant red flash of the alert system.
 
   What the hell had the Alliance done to her?
 
   That thought stabbed through my mind and removed every last trace of doubt.
 
   The Alliance really were monsters.
 
   Deck 16 was a mess.
 
   Sections of the floors and walls had been ripped open, and circuits hung in broken chunks, their wires exposed and crackling in the air.
 
   “What the hell happened here?” I stammered.
 
   “The enforcement officers. They’re trying to tear this ship apart and make it self-destruct. We have to stop them. Nate, we have to stop them.”
 
   I stared at her.
 
   I nodded.
 
   We turned and ran forward.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I followed from a distance.
 
   I had not evacuated this ship.
 
   … I don’t know why, but I was still here.
 
   I had never planned on joining the resistance. Though they fought for a cause I believed in, I didn’t trust them.
 
   They’d use me, just like Axis had.
 
   When they found out what I could do, they’d use me.
 
   So why was I still on board?
 
   I could have fled this ship with the rest of the crew. The Star Forces would have been none the wiser.
 
   Yet, I’d passed up my chance.
 
   Now I was following him. Shepherd.
 
   And her. Lieutenant Williams.
 
   She was just like me.
 
   That thought kept echoing in my mind.
 
   I followed at a distance.
 
   I felt it as soon as Williams activated her implants. I could even see the faint glow spread down the corridor.
 
   God, she really did have the same abilities as I did.
 
   Could she be more powerful than me? Had professor Axis lied when he’d said I was his child, his perfection, the one experiment that mattered more than any other?
 
   I shook my head and tried to push that thought from my mind.
 
   The deck around us was badly damaged. Someone had pulled chunks of the ceiling and walls away.
 
   There were no blast marks. The metal was simply bent and warped.
 
   I kept following, more cautiously now, always staying out of sight.
 
   I heard the two of them stop.
 
   They reached a room.
 
   From my constant shifts spent scanning, I knew it was one of the primary cargo bays.
 
   It seemed like an irrelevant target until you realized that underneath the floor was one of the primary buffering manifolds for the engine core.
 
   The enforcement officers F’val had warned of were clearly trying to destroy this ship.
 
   As if to confirm that fact, the Ra’xon suddenly lurched to the side.
 
   I pressed a hand into the wall to steady myself, then I continued forward.
 
   I watched Williams and Shepherd barrel into the cargo bay, the massive doors closing behind them.
 
   I stepped out of hiding and spread my hand, stopping the doors from closing completely. I left them open with the tiniest gap.
 
   I reached them and pressed my eyes close.
 
   I saw the cargo bay.
 
   It was a mess. In the far corner a hole had been ripped in the floor, jagged metal jutting out in every direction.
 
   The ship lurched again.
 
   Two men in jet-back armor shifted up. They’d been kneeling near the hole punched in the floor.
 
   They moved with deadly ease.
 
   Williams came to a stop in the middle of the room, her arms spread wide, her implants on full. So much light spewed out of them, it was a surprise they didn’t burn a hole in the hull.
 
   “You’re not taking this ship,” she screamed.
 
   Neither of the black-clad enforcement officers said a thing; they simply walked forward, both splitting off in opposite directions to circle around her.
 
   Shepherd had grabbed a gun from somewhere, and lifted it up.
 
   One enforcement officer spread his hand, yellow light bleeding down through channels in his armor.
 
   The gun suddenly lurched from Shepherd’s grip. He managed to hold onto it for a few seconds – which was incredible, considering the force the man used.
 
   In another instant he swore as the gun spiraled from his grip.
 
   Both enforcement officers kept circling Williams.
 
   “You won’t win,” she warned.
 
   Neither man said a thing.
 
   They simply attacked.
 
   They lurched towards her.
 
   She doubled back, slamming her hand forward and locking one man in place.
 
   She was powerful, and kept him frozen in mid-air, but she wasn’t strong enough to stop the other man from circling around behind her.
 
   She gasped, shifting to the side, dodging the other officer as he sliced towards her.
 
   She tried to grab a box from the far side of the room. There were large metal crates lined up neatly along one wall.
 
   Williams grabbed one.
 
   Or at least she tried to.
 
   Suddenly both enforcement officers spun and spread their hands towards the crate, locking it in place.
 
   Williams was strong, but it was clear she couldn’t take both men on at once.
 
   I heard her give out a scream of frustration.
 
   She dropped the crate and backed off.
 
   She couldn’t win, and I fancied she was starting to realize that as she shook on the spot.
 
   I, however, could win. Easily.
 
   So this was it.
 
   It was time to decide. Run or fight.
 
   Run or fight.
 
   I watched Williams continue to battle. She had no chance, however.
 
   She simply wasn’t brutal enough.
 
   As for Shepherd, he had no clue how to fight these men. Maybe he’d learn in time. If someone bought it for him.
 
   Run or fight.
 
   “Run or fight,” I repeated to myself, teeth pressing hard into my lips as I watched the scene through the crack in the door.
 
   Williams suddenly screamed in anguish as one of the enforcement officers slammed into her shoulder, latching a hand onto her head and smashing it into the floor. She tried to push him off, but as golden-yellow light erupted over his armor, it was clear he was a stronger telekinetic warrior than she was.
 
   Shepherd let out a brutal cry, rounded his shoulder, and slammed it into the enforcement officer who held her down.
 
   His attack did nothing.
 
   In fact, without even turning around, the guy spread a hand towards Shepherd and locked him in place.
 
   Shepherd’s body spread, his limbs pulling in every direction as if he were being drawn and quartered.
 
   He screamed, the sound ripping from his throat.
 
   … They were going to kill him.
 
   And her.
 
   And everyone else on this ship.
 
   “Run or fight.”
 
   ….
 
   Fight. I had to fight.
 
   Now.
 
   Now.
 
   I pressed a hand against the door.
 
   I activated my implants.
 
   I let them glow, glow until they practically burnt through the ship.
 
   Then I flicked my fingers at the door.
 
   It slammed away from my move, spiraling into the room.
 
   I directed it at the officer holding Shepherd in place.
 
   I watched the man turn.
 
   But he didn’t have time.
 
   The door spiraled into him, knocking him off his feet and sending him skidding across the floor.
 
   The other enforcement officer pounced on me.
 
   Shepherd dropped, his limbs buckling as soon as they hit the floor.
 
   His head lolled towards me, his eyes half open.
 
   They fluttered. Once. Twice. Then finally closed.
 
   He was out cold.
 
   Williams was beside him, her body crumpled. She’d lost consciousness too.
 
   It was up to me.
 
   I turned my head to the side slowly to see one of the black-armored enforcement officers power towards me, one arm twisting behind his back as he grabbed his gun.
 
   He turned it on me.
 
   I took a casual step towards him, boots echoing against the floor, hair cutting around the side of my face as I half-turned to him.
 
   I swept my hand to the side just as he brought up the gun.
 
   I pulled it right out of his hands.
 
   All it took was the slight articulation of my thumb.
 
   The enforcement officer stumbled.
 
   Though he wore a blackened helmet, I could feel his surprise.
 
   I held the gun just out of his reach.
 
   He watched me for a single second longer, then he slammed both his arms to the side, collapsing his fingers into tight fists.
 
   Suddenly yellow-gold channels opened in his armor.
 
   He activated his implants in full.
 
   He reached for the gun, spreading his fingers wide, obviously using his ability to try to wrench it from me.
 
   I pulverized the gun. Crushed it into millions of particles of dust. I let them rain down on him as he jerked his head back to stare at me.
 
   “Sorry about that,” I said.
 
   He doubled backward, moves jerky now, all the cold efficiency gone from his actions.
 
   He skidded on his boot, shunting a hand towards the far wall and the boxes lined up along it.
 
   He brought a single box into the air, then, as he pivoted on his foot, sent it crashing towards me.
 
   At the last moment, I brought my hand up and stopped it in place.
 
   He strained, spreading his hand wide, even letting out a groan as he tried to crush me with the box.
 
   As I held it in place, I brought my free hand up slowly. As I did, all the other boxes in the room raised into the air.
 
   All of them.
 
   I saw the man jerk his head to the side, his shock clear as every box floated past him, as light as feathers on the wind.
 
   I pressed my fingers together then spread them quickly, right at the man.
 
   It was time to take his armor off.
 
   I kept the boxes spinning softly in the air as a distraction.
 
   The enforcement officer tried to take a step back, but he couldn’t.
 
   He strained. I even saw his armor start to buckle.
 
   So I gave it a hand.
 
   With the flick of a finger, I lifted him into the air.
 
   It was time to do to him what he’d done to Shepherd.
 
   I suddenly made a fist. I connected to the man’s armor, and I pulled it right off.
 
   It may have been the most sophisticated armor in the Milky Way. But I had more power, because the Alliance had been dumb enough to give it to me.
 
   His armor shattered, shedding off him in a wave of shrapnel.
 
   Now I could see his face. I could register his shock as he stared at me, eyes two pools of hatred and gut-wrenching fear.
 
   I stared at him for a single second before I let him fall. His body jolted into the floor.
 
   He tried to scramble towards me, his bare feet slipping against the floor.
 
   I swept my hand to the side, collecting his body and pinning it to the ground. Then I moved a mound of boxes and slammed them down all around him, creating an impenetrable cage.
 
   One down.
 
   The other enforcement officer had already picked himself up.
 
   He was shifting away from me, one hand on the ground as he kept his body low, his head angled towards me.
 
   I took a step forward and took away his armor with a sweep of my hand.
 
   It was marginally harder.
 
   This guy was stronger than the other one.
 
   It wouldn’t matter, though.
 
   Not in the end.
 
   Professor Axis had created me never to lose.
 
   As soon as his armor shattered, scattering through the room in a cloud of debris that floated along with the crates, he fell.
 
   He got up quickly, though.
 
   He clearly knew how to fight.
 
   He ran towards me.
 
   So I ran towards him.
 
   He activated his implants, a sea of yellow-gold light spilling off them and lighting up the underside of every crate as they slipped quietly by.
 
   He sent a cloud of shrapnel stabbing towards me.
 
   I cleared it away with barely any effort.
 
   We reached each other.
 
   With a scream, he lurched towards me, a ball of light erupting off his implants.
 
   I flipped right over him, using my ability to sail right towards one of the floating crates. I landed on it as it tumbled in the air, then I pushed off, flipping forward until I reached him.
 
   As I flew right over him, I watched his eyes widen.
 
   Then I landed. Right behind him.
 
   Before he could lurch around and attack me, I snatched at his exposed elbow.
 
   I slammed my hand around it, digging my fingers in.
 
   He twisted and brought up a hand, forming a fist.
 
   I stopped it in midair.
 
   I watched his muscles tighten, his neck straining as he tried but failed to send his fist sailing towards me.
 
   His teeth were bared, his lips actually shaking at the effort to move his hand.
 
   I was far, far stronger than he was.
 
   I kept my fingers locked around his elbow. Then I did it. I located his implant, and pulled it right out of his arm.
 
   I tugged my hand back, and a pulse of blood erupted around it, the implant shooting from his elbow and slamming into my palm.
 
   He screamed, his arm jerking to his side as his eyes grew so wide they could have swallowed the universe.
 
   “What the hell… are you?” he managed as blood trailed down his arm, off his fingers, and splashed over the floor.
 
   I still held his fist in place, even though he wasn’t fighting me anymore.
 
   I took a step back.
 
   I stared right at him.
 
   I let it swell – the anger, the unbridled hatred at what had been done to me.
 
   But most of all, the bitterness at what we, the Alliance, had become.
 
   “What are you?” he stuttered once more.
 
   “I’m the resistance,” I said.
 
   And I meant it.
 
   I spread my fingers wide, and the man sailed across the room. Slamming into the far wall.
 
   He wouldn’t be dead, but he’d be out cold for hours.
 
   I stood there and stared at him for several seconds before turning and glancing at both Williams and Shepherd.
 
   They were still unconscious.
 
   I stared at them for a few more seconds before turning my gaze around the rest of the room.
 
   One by one, I let the crates drop into place.
 
   Then I took a step back.
 
   I’d just fought the Alliance.
 
   My first battle.
 
   I brought my hands up and stared at them.
 
   I’d told that man I was the resistance. And it had felt good to hear those words echo around the room.
 
   It had made me feel powerful.
 
   … But I wasn’t, not really.
 
   I alone could not tear down the Alliance.
 
   But maybe I wasn’t alone anymore.
 
   I turned back and stared at Nathan Shepherd. He was alive. I could see his chest moving up and down as he took soft breaths.
 
   I flicked my gaze over to Williams. She had clearly made the choice to join the resistance.
 
   … Was it a choice I could make too?
 
   I stared at Shepherd for one more second.
 
   Then I turned and walked out the door.
 
   It was time to make a difference.
 
   It was time to join the resistance.
 
   Thank you for reading Episode One.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Episode Two
 
   At Heaven’s Door
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I was alive. Somehow, I was alive.
 
   The ship had survived too. Though those enforcement officers – aided by their incredible telekinetic powers – had done a fair bit of damage, they didn’t get the chance to tear this vessel in two.
 
   The Ra’xon was now en route to the resistance headquarters.
 
   Maybe the Captain and Commander F’val didn’t trust me completely yet, because they hadn’t shared with me the location.
 
   I would just have to wait and see.
 
   Now the battle with the enforcement officers was over, and the Ra’xon was relatively safe, it gave me an opportunity to think about what I’d just done.
 
   In a few short hours, I’d thrown away everything I’d ever worked for. All that training, all those sacrifices. All gone.
 
   Or not gone. Not completely. They’d all morphed into something new.
 
   What I’d felt before – the loyalty for serving the Alliance – had been nothing but ignorance.
 
   I’d seen what Williams could do, those enforcement officers too. It was hard to believe, even in this modern galaxy.
 
   I’d heard rumors of soldiers with telekinetic powers, but I’d always thought they’d been just that – rumors.
 
   If you weren’t careful in this galaxy, you’d find yourself believing some pretty wild tales. Head down to some bar and listen to the inebriated patrons for too long, and you’d come away believing in holographic soldiers and ancient parasitic civilizations from the past.
 
   But this… Christ, it was no tale. No fiction.
 
   There were people out there with the power to move things with their minds.
 
   It wasn’t magic though. Williams had described it to me briefly. It seemed she had a rudimentary ability for telekinesis. Something that could only be measured by machines. Before the Alliance had got their hands on her, it wasn’t like she was conducting boxes across the room or throwing people against walls. But the potential had been there. When her ability had been discovered in a medical test, she’d been shipped away to something called the Farsight Program.
 
   Even as I thought of it now, I shivered. The movement was deep, pushing hard into the muscles of my lower back and abdomen, tracing high, racing into my shoulders and neck.
 
   I swallowed too, the move hard as it felt like I was trying to breathe around a stone lodged in my throat.
 
   The things they’d done to her in that program were unforgivable. Everything the Alliance had done, it seemed, was unforgivable.
 
   Had I been so blind, so senselessly loyal that I’d not seen the damage I’d helped to create?
 
   I was currently standing with my back pressed up against a wall, my arms crossed in front of me as I apparently supervised an engineering detail.
 
   Engineering wasn’t anywhere near my specialty, but considering the Ra’xon’s crew were now only 10% of the original complement, everyone had become an engineer. Particularly urgent as so much damage had been sustained to the primary driveshaft at the hands of the enforcement officers.
 
   While I was a terrible engineer, I was a relatively good commander.
 
   Or I usually was, when my thoughts weren’t spiraling out of control.
 
   The raw shock gave place to a deep, dense, niggling fear that had welled in my gut.
 
   Unlocking my arms from around my middle, I swiped a hand down my mouth and dislodged the sweat that had collected over my top lip.
 
   My gaze was slightly unfocused as I swept it around the cargo bay.
 
   There were a few ensigns under my command. Though I wondered how long that would last.
 
   In the Star Forces, I’d been a lieutenant commander. In the resistance, I was just another grunt.
 
   The door at the other end of the cargo bay opened, and I looked up to see Ensign Jenks walk-in.
 
   She was on board. Even though she hadn’t been a part of the resistance before, she was now.
 
   Bizarrely, after the Ra’xon had been evacuated, and the enforcement officers finally dealt with, apparently Ensign Jenks had been found still standing near the service panel I’d told her to watch.
 
   According to her, as soon as she heard me mention that there were Omega weapons on board, she’d realized this ship was somehow related to the resistance.
 
   Jenks, it seems, had always wanted to join the resistance.
 
   That, I could believe. Of the few short conversations I’d had with her before, her contempt of the Alliance had been evident.
 
   The Captain appeared satisfied with her claim.
 
   I took a step forward, trying to catch Jenks’ gaze.
 
   That straight hair of hers fanned in front of her face as she turned around, leant down, and picked up a small crate, helping another ensign shift it across the room.
 
   I could hardly wave in the air and whistle at her to come over to me. Though I wanted to.
 
   I barely knew the woman, but I wanted to know her life story, and I fancied she’d be more likely to tell it to me now.
 
   Now I wasn’t blinded by loyalty to the Alliance, maybe Jenks would open up.
 
   I took a step forward, then another, reasoning I could still use what was left of my command to pull Jenks aside and ask how she was.
 
   I didn’t manage it.
 
   The door to the cargo bay opened again, and Williams walked in.
 
   She’d been injured by her run in with the enforcement officers, but the Chief Medical Officer – a member of the resistance – had seen to her injuries.
 
   Williams walked right up to me. “I’ve been meaning to check in with you. This must be such…” she trailed off and let out a harsh breath, “I don’t know, but it must be hard.” She looked right up into my eyes.
 
   I’d been trying to maintain an even expression, but I couldn’t. My nerve cracked, and I fancied I showed a bit of the raw stress I was really feeling.
 
   “It’s okay, Nathan – you did the right thing. The resistance needs people like you.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I found myself crossing my arms again, not out of defensiveness, but out of a need to close down. I was still reeling, and I hated that feeling. I hated not looking like I was in control.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   I let out a frustrated laugh. It was short and sharp and echoed around the cavernous cargo bay.
 
   Ensign Jenks briefly looked over her shoulder towards me. Most of the time it appeared as if she was ignoring me.
 
   “What do you mean?” Williams asked again, tilting her head to the side, her now loose hair trailing over her shoulders. In the Star Forces, there were regulations for everything. The army stipulated how you were to wear your uniform, how you were to do your hair, how you were to goddamn breathe.
 
   Now it seemed that Williams was breaking free. To think, all this time I thought she’d been a neat freak, when all she’d been doing was following the rules set down for her.
 
   “What do I mean? Well, I guess it’s pretty obvious. You don’t need more guys like me – we need more people like you.” I dipped my head down, making keen eye contact with her. I wanted her to hear every word. “Williams, what you did,” my voice cracked for a second, “it was amazing. If you hadn’t been there, I would have died, and those bastards would have taken this ship.”
 
   I watched her blush. She even took a step back, her eyes open wide. “It wasn’t like that. You’d just never fought people like… me before,” her voice twisted on the word me. “Star Forces command suppresses all information on telekinetic warriors. There are really only a handful of people in the fleet that know we exist. They even restrict the information flow between telekinetic warriors. When I was a part of the Farsight Program, they always told me I was special. That there was no one else like me. That everybody else rejected the implants.” Her gaze dropped to the floor, and almost immediately she cupped her arms around her middle, covering her elbows with her palms protectively.
 
   My gaze flicked down to them.
 
   I’d seen her arms explode with light. This glorious yellow-gold light that ran in directed channels down to her hands.
 
   Apparently that was what helped her use her powers.
 
   ….
 
   Powers. Christ. In the space of several days I’d learnt more about this galaxy than I had in my entire lifetime.
 
   Maybe I blanched or my breathing became more pressured, because Williams took a step closer and smiled. “It’s okay, Nathan. Like I said, this will all get easier.”
 
   “Maybe it will get easier, but I’ll never be a match for you. I was useless during that fight,” I admitted, heart shrinking, “you did everything. You defeated those two officers on your own.”
 
   Her brow compressed, her eyebrows knitting together as a deep frown etched itself down her chin. “I still don’t remember a thing, you know. All I remember is one of those enforcement officers grabbing the back of my head,” her voice jolted, trembling badly. “Then the next thing I remember is waking up in the med bay.”
 
   “Well you must’ve defeated those officers. There’s no one else on board who could have done it. God knows I was useless.”
 
   “Don’t keep saying that. There’s a reason the Captain wanted you to join the resistance so badly. We need people like you. Your skills as a commander are legendary.”
 
   I had to laugh at that. I tipped my head back and let my shoulders shake with mirth. “That would be nice. If it were true.”
 
   “It is true,” she insisted earnestly. “With people like you, we might finally have a chance to make a difference.”
 
   Her words humbled me. Or more than her words – the way she said them. Her soft certainty.
 
   I pressed my lips together and found myself nodding.
 
   I found the intensity of her gaze too challenging, and I looked up.
 
   Jenks had her head angled towards me as she helped an ensign shift a crate.
 
   As soon as she saw me looking at her, she jerked her head away, her hair flaring around her face.
 
   I gazed at her for a few more seconds.
 
   “Nathan? Nathan?”
 
   “Oh, sorry. Blanked out for a moment there. Anyhow, when does the Doc think that you’ll get your memories back about the fight?”
 
   “Never,” Williams admitted in a soft voice.
 
   “What?” I now focused on her completely.
 
   “The use of telekinetic powers can be quite taxing to the nervous system. It’s not unheard of for it to cause permanent episodes of amnesia.”
 
   My lips spread with concern. “That sounds terrible, Annabelle. I’m so sorry you had to go through all of that.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders. I wasn’t the most empathetic guy in the galaxy, but I could see the tension tracing down into her back and up into her jaw.
 
   “It’s fine, Nathan. Everything is fine, now you’re here.”
 
   My stomach kicked. “… Yeah,” I fumbled over my words.
 
   “Anyhow, we’ll reach our destination soon. Then…” she trailed off.
 
   I swallowed hard. “Then what?”
 
   “Then you join the resistance for real. You’ll learn how we operate, what our immediate goals are, and how we plan to ultimately defeat the Alliance.”
 
   With that promise ringing in my ears, I nodded.
 
   It was time for a new future.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   At first I had planned on revealing my abilities to the resistance.
 
   At first, just after I’d defeated the enforcement officers, I’d been flush with the emotion of victory.
 
   When I’d had time to cool down, I reconsidered my options.
 
   I didn’t know the resistance. Though I shared their ultimate goal, I had no idea what means they were willing to use to obtain it.
 
   I didn’t believe in monsters and angels. I didn’t believe that in this galaxy some were born good and others born evil.
 
   Situations brought the best or worst out of us.
 
   You put a saint in a hellish place, and they would turn into a devil.
 
   For now I shared the resistance’s goals, but when they won – when they finally overturned the Alliance – what assurance did I have that they wouldn’t turn into the very evil they were trying to depose?
 
   And what assurance did I have that they wouldn’t use me to do it?
 
   I had to face the fact that I was a weapon. An ultimate weapon. I could not be used indiscriminately.
 
   Before I revealed who I truly was to the resistance, I would have to figure out whether I could trust them.
 
   So I’d run from the cargo bay after I’d defeated the enforcement officers.
 
   I’d run all the way back to the service panel Shepherd had told me to protect when he’d found the Omega weapons.
 
   And I’d just… kind of stayed there.
 
   When the resistance had found me, I’d muddled together a story for the Captain.
 
   Either I was a better liar than I thought, or the Captain was willing to take on any one who professed hatred for the Alliance.
 
   Regardless, there was no indication anyone was suspicious of me. Neither did anyone suspect that I had a hand in the defeat of the enforcement officers. They were in no state to tell anyone anything either. I’d overloaded their implants and wiped their immediate memories.
 
   The conversation I’d just overheard between Shepherd and Williams confirmed no one suspected me.
 
   … A part of me – a tiny fragment – felt a weird kind of jealousy at that.
 
   I’d defeated those officers, not her.
 
   But that jealousy was misplaced and ultimately useless.
 
   I wanted no accolades. All I wanted was peace.
 
   The Ra’xon was currently en route to one of the resistance’s main headquarters.
 
   One of them.
 
   The resistance had multiple headquarters.
 
   Since fleeing the Star Forces and living under the radar I’d already learnt quite a lot about the rebellion.
 
   And yet there was one fact that had been successfully hidden from me.
 
   They had telekinetic warriors.
 
   That thought still had the power to lock me in place, my muscles seizing up and feeling as if they would snap.
 
   More like me. More like me. That simple phrase kept echoing in my mind like the beat of a far-off drum.
 
   A few droplets of sweat even picked up across my brow. I put down the crate I was carrying and wiped the sweat off with the back of my hand.
 
   I glanced around the cargo bay. Shepherd had already left with Williams.
 
   They were clearly a couple. Or if not yet, they would be soon, especially now they were no longer under the constraints of the Star Forces.
 
   I didn’t know why I bothered to consider that thought. It seemed irrelevant. Surely I should be spending most of my mental energy on planning what I would do next.
 
   Keeping my secret safe from the resistance would be different to operating under the Star Forces’ nose. I’d been eluding the Star Forces for years. I knew what to do to keep myself safe.
 
   The resistance, on the other hand, clearly had a great number of telekinetic warriors. It may be harder to keep my secret hidden from them.
 
   I would also have to raid their Omega weapons’ supplies. After a while, they would start to suspect there was another warrior amongst them.
 
   I tried to focus on the task of figuring out how I would protect my secret, but my mind kept drifting.
 
   Soon enough, it didn’t matter.
 
   There was an alert over the ship wide comms.
 
   Apparently, we had reached the resistance base.
 
   My chest tightened, a nervous feeling sinking into my stomach and lapping at my spine in waves.
 
   I had to clench my teeth hard to control myself.
 
   So this was it.
 
   A new future.
 
   Apparently.
 
   I wasn’t a cynical person, or at least I hadn’t been before the Star Forces had got their hands on me.
 
   If there was one thing they had taught me, though, it was to be realistic. It was to look at the galaxy as it really was. It was to see every danger and every shadow.
 
   The resistance claimed to be fighting for a better future. I would have to see if they were willing to sacrifice enough to obtain it.
 
   Futures of peace are not bought with hope, but paid for in blood.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   We were here.
 
   The Ra’xon had arrived at the resistance headquarters.
 
   I don’t know what I was expecting. Something monumental, something to rival the central planet of the Star Forces maybe.
 
   Well, it’s not what I got.
 
   We arrived at a relatively barren looking planet.
 
   It was an ice world, or at least half of it was. The other half of the planet was a desert.
 
   Due to extreme winds, one half of the planet received no moisture whatsoever, while the other received everything. The result was an almost perfect half-sphere of desert and one of ice.
 
   It was inhospitable, and while it technically had atmosphere, the winds would drive through whatever soft flesh you exposed to them, and rip you to shreds.
 
   Still, it was remote and isolated enough that it meant it was far outside of the Star Forces usual routes.
 
   I assumed the Ra’xon would stay in orbit and be serviced by multiple ships from the surface.
 
   I was wrong.
 
   We came into land.
 
   We came into land.
 
   We were a huge vessel. The kind of vessel designed for spaceflight, not sub-orbital maneuvering.
 
   You didn’t take a vessel as large as this to the surface of a planet unless you had to.
 
   Especially not with a skeleton crew.
 
   I was on the bridge, back pressed hard into one of the three piloting chairs.
 
   While I was a terrible engineer, I had decent pilot experience. Enough that the Captain had requested my help in landing the Ra’xon.
 
   There were three piloting stations, and right now the other two were occupied by lieutenants trained specifically in the Ra’xon’s systems.
 
   Me, I just had to wing it.
 
   Sweat had beaded across my brow, and I’d been holding my jaw with so much tension for so long it felt like my muscles would twang.
 
   My fingers were a blur as they moved over the controls. I had to keep jerking my head up to reference with the central piloting panel.
 
   We had to check and recheck our calculations. We couldn’t be off by a single micron.
 
   Not only were we landing on the planet, but we were landing inside a hangar, one sunk into the desert.
 
   As soon as the Ra’xon cleared the edges, the hangar would close and descend beneath the surface of the planet.
 
   From orbit, you could theoretically scan this entire planet and you wouldn’t pick up any trace of it.
 
   The resistance was so organized, apparently, that not only would they hide the ship, but they would systematically remove any trace that you had ever passed through the system.
 
   No wonder the resistance had evaded the Star Forces for so long.
 
   My heart pounded in my chest, and I ground my teeth together until it felt like I would chew down to my jawbones.
 
   But finally, finally the Ra’xon levelled out and we saw the resistance base rise up out of the sand to meet us.
 
   It was a hell of a sight, and if I allowed myself, it would distract me.
 
   Tons upon tons of sand dropped away as this enormous circular dome pitched up out of the dunes. The dome was made of a matte material that didn’t reflect the light and was camouflaged to match the sand, but nonetheless was discernible as it protruded from the desert.
 
   I could half imagine being down there on the surface of the planet, listening to the cacophony of the sand scattering as the enormous structure plucked up out of the ground. It would be like listening to a mountain grow.
 
   “We are listing by 3 microns,” the chief pilot announced in a terse tone.
 
   “Adjusting,” I said through clenched teeth.
 
   I loved being a pilot. It was in my blood. My great-great-grandfather had been a test pilot for some of the mark three faster than light drives. It had ultimately cost him his life, but he’d made a name for himself in the process.
 
   Back when I joined the Star Forces, I’d done so under the illusion I’d be able to travel the galaxy just like my ancestors had. But due to my father’s influence, I’d quickly been diverted from piloting to command. Pilots never attained a commission above Lieutenant. A Shepherd, however, must.
 
   “We’re back on course,” the chief pilot confirmed.
 
   Though the tension kept building in my body as the Ra’xon came closer and closer to the surface of the planet, I didn’t allow that tension to transfer to my fingers. I kept them nimble, needing the speed as I operated the controls expertly.
 
   Suddenly the dome below us began to open.
 
   Again, I couldn’t hear it, but I imagined a great shifting of gears echoing out over the desert as the hangar dome split in half and began to retract back in on itself.
 
   The view screen showed us flashes of what lay within the hangar bay.
 
   A massive, expansive space dotted with other ships.
 
   Christ, how many vessels did the resistance have?
 
   “On course,” the chief pilot announced. “This is when it matters most,” she warned.
 
   I focused my mind. I drove out every other thought until all that I knew was the controls before me.
 
   “Keep it steady,” she warned again. “Five seconds until we reach the door. Four, three, two, one.”
 
   I winced, shoulders jerking up high into my neck as the Ra’xon descended between the open hangar bay doors.
 
   We just fit.
 
   That wasn’t an overstatement – apparently there was a little less than a meter clearance on all sides.
 
   The Ra’xon, after all, was the largest vessel the resistance had ever appropriated. Maybe they should have built this hangar bay with a little more ambition in mind.
 
   Nobody said a word on the bridge as the Ra’xon slowly descended into the hangar bay.
 
   You could have dropped a pin and it would have sounded like an earthquake.
 
   I was barely aware of the fact that every other crewmember, save for us three pilots, had twisted around in their chairs to watch the main view screen.
 
   The Captain had one massive hand locked on the edge of her armrest, one elbow pinned against her knee as she leaned forward.
 
   “Doors cleared,” the chief pilot announced. There wasn’t any relief in her voice yet.
 
   We still had to touch down.
 
   We had to be extremely careful to land with perfectly distributed weight. That meant we had to keep parallel to the floor of the hangar bay. Even if we were a centimeter off, and listed ever so slightly to one side, the weight distribution of the Ra’xon would change. If we landed like that, it would be like the weight of a mountain pressing down onto a pin. There was every possibility we would shatter the floor of the hangar bay and destroy it.
 
   The Ra’xon kept scanning the floor of the hangar bay, adjusting for even the slightest ground tremor.
 
   Any and every vibration had to be taken into account.
 
   The pitch of the floor had to be perfect, and we had to match it.
 
   We descended so slowly our maneuvering thrusters were practically on full.
 
   In fact, without looking up, I could see the crackling reflection of containment shields blocking off half the hangar bay – confining the section we had to land in. Without them, our exhaust would have practically disintegrated every other ship in here.
 
   As it was, I imagined a plume of heat kilometers high shot out of the open roof of the hangar bay like a jet.
 
   This – this was why you didn’t land ships like the Ra’xon. If you had to maintain them, you jolly well did so in space.
 
   But there was the problem: there would be no one left to maintain the Ra’xon. She wouldn’t be welcome in any of the Star Forces’ massive battlecruiser maintenance stations.
 
   She belonged to the resistance now and maintenance would be piecemeal.
 
   “Currently hovering one meter off the floor,” the chief pilot announced, “this is it. Final chance to correct calculations. Three, two, one.”
 
   Though all my body wanted to do was tense up, I had to fight it. I couldn’t lose any maneuverability for a second.
 
   Not now.
 
   We descended, centimeter by centimeter.
 
   Until finally we landed.
 
   There wasn’t a shake on the ship. Not a single vibration. And there wouldn’t be. Not unless somebody rammed us with a heavy cruiser or tried to shoot out our engines.
 
   The hangar bay, on the other hand, shook as if a planetary bomb had just gone off. My eyes darted up to the main view screen, and I saw the far walls shift and dance.
 
   ….
 
   They didn’t crumble though.
 
   Nothing crumbled.
 
   After a few heart pounding seconds, someone on the bridge let out a cheer, and we all joined in.
 
   The chief pilot leapt to her feet, locking her hands on her console, sucking in a breath, then turning and shooting a grin at the Captain. “Guess what, you’re right – it isn’t impossible to land this brute. But whatever you do, Captain, never ask me to do that again.”
 
   The Captain smiled. And stood. She towered above us all.
 
   For a few seconds she did nothing. In fact, she appeared to tune out everything as she locked her gaze on the view of the hangar bay.
 
   I suddenly realized that she had a story too. It wasn’t just the Williams and Jenks of this world. There must be a reason a captain as decorated and well respected as H’agovan would give up her career for this. In fact, as I realized that, I found myself staring around the rest of the bridge crew.
 
   Why were we all here? How had the chief pilot, for instance, decided to leave the Star Forces?
 
   What were their stories?
 
   Before that nostalgic moment could take my heart and run away with it, the Captain cleared her throat.
 
   “You may all be wondering what happens next. I will tell you. Next, it begins. Our true journey. It does not matter what paths you have taken in life to arrive at this moment, all that matters is where you turn to next. This galaxy of ours was once a peaceful, prosperous place. Once upon a time, we knew the worth of true peace. We lost that,” her voice dipped down low, a haunting somber tone echoing through it like the lonely call of a wolf on a dark night. “Our great civilization has gone astray. We can choose to follow it down its path, we can choose to turn away from its tyranny, or we can stop, and we can fight,” her voice shook, vibrating through the very floor. “I will not lie to you – most of you will die in this fight. The Star Forces knows only brutality. They will hold nothing back. Nothing will stop them from utilizing the cruelest and most destructive methods. No laws, no morals. No humanity. But to fight them, we will not use their methods. We will not become them,” her voice was now so low it was practically a growl.
 
   Everyone on the bridge had turned around to watch the Captain, and her impassioned speech would have been picked up and played to the rest of the ship. I could just imagine every crew member pausing and angling their heads towards the nearest audio panel, standing silently admiring their captain.
 
   This was the kind of loyalty I’d always yearned for. A loyalty you would bestow upon someone who deserved it. Someone who stood for the right path, who elicited right action and who marched towards freedom for all.
 
   If my father could hear what I was thinking now, he would blanch. He would also laugh. He’d told me on countless occasions that it was only the naive and willfully stupid who mindlessly followed charismatic leaders. Who believed in morals and good deeds.
 
   The only way to obtain and sustain peace was to foster it. And to foster it, you had to decide who made the sacrifices.
 
   The business of managing a galaxy was not an easy one. Nor was it fair and equitable. If you wanted something, you had to give something up in return. If it was peace you were after, then you bartered your individual rights for it. If you wanted prosperity, you had to turn a blind eye to the poor.
 
   Anyone who believed in a rosier colored version of reality was simply fooling themselves.
 
   Though I heard my father’s words echo in my mind, I quickly pushed them away.
 
   “Know this,” the Captain continued, “every sacrifice you make will be remembered. It will be cherished, and it will be worthwhile. You will no longer waste your lives in the service of a radical Alliance,” her voice pitched on the word waste. “You will no longer sacrifice your resources and your crew to assure the power of another. Here, now, from this moment,” she pointed a long, powerful finger at the floor, “everything changes. Because we will make it change. By god, we will make a change.” Her voice echoed and boomed out across the bridge.
 
   The Captain took a step forward and another until she stepped down off the central platform that housed her command seat and station, and onto the rest of the bridge. She walked around us before finally stopping in front of the view screen with her hands clasped behind her back. For a few moments, she said nothing and simply stared at the hangar bay. “To the Star Forces, landing the Ra’xon like this would have been impossible. It wasn’t. Because you are the best of the best. And no matter what the odds are, you will prevail.”
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   The whole ship stopped as it listened to the Captain’s speech.
 
   Nothing much could move me these days. The hope of more compound 78, maybe, but nothing emotional.
 
   So why did a single tear fill my eye as I listened to her words?
 
   Why did something swell in my heart?
 
   Was it simply the stress of knowing I now had to keep myself hidden from the resistance?
 
   Or was it more?
 
   Could it possibly be… could it possibly be pride?
 
   I dismissed that thought as soon as it arose, closed my eyes briefly, and took a stiff breath. By the time I was done, the Captain had already signed off.
 
   I was glad that there were no other crew in the corridor around me. I could take a few moments to settle my thoughts.
 
   Eventually I shook my head and continued forward.
 
   Now we’d landed, it was time to meet the resistance.
 
   Not every member of the Ra’xon’s crew disembarked the ship immediately.
 
   Though we’d landed, there were still plenty of processes to be run. In fact, it was essentially the command crew who exited, no doubt to formally greet the resistance.
 
   I was happy to stay on board – even though almost every other member of the crew was itching to go outside to meet the resistance.
 
   What was the hurry? We were here now. Meetings could wait. If the Captain was honest about taking on the Alliance, work couldn’t wait. Time wasn’t a luxury the Star Forces would afford us.
 
   The Chief Engineer now knew me by name, and ordered me to the life-support systems to continue running maintenance checks. Even though we were now on the surface of a planet, there was no way the Ra’xon was going to shut off its life-support systems. Not only were they hard to start up once they’d been closed down, but it was a sure-fire way of encouraging pathogens to enter your air supply.
 
   Considering the Ra’xon was designed for space travel, we had to tweak the life-support’s operating parameters to adjust for use in an atmosphere.
 
   It was way beyond my engineering skills, but the Chief Engineer was going to talk me through the recalibration process while she remained in main engineering.
 
   I passed crew members chatting excitedly on my way through the corridors. Their faces were open wide with enjoyment and relief.
 
   Me, I remained exactly the same as I always did. Blank.
 
   Expressionless.
 
   It didn’t take long to reach the life-support systems.
 
   Under ordinary operating parameters, life-support was closed off – the systems sealed from outside interference.
 
   You could enter the section that housed the atmosphere and gravity drives, but you couldn’t enter the drives themselves.
 
   “You in life-support yet?” the Chief Engineer’s less than dulcet tones reverberated through my com PIP.
 
   “Yes, sir, I have just arrived.”
 
   “You don’t need to call me sir anymore,” the Chief Engineer corrected with a sharp laugh. “I’m not your commander anymore.”
 
   “You still know considerably more about engineering. I am more than happy to defer to your expertise, sir.”
 
   She laughed again. “Your name is Jenks, isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   “I think I’m going to kind of like you, Jenks. I like straight talkers.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Just drop the sir. Anyhow, relay the readings on the main panel. We’re going to have to increase the atmosphere buffers. Who knows what nasty critters are circulating in the air of the hangar bay? Don’t get me wrong, I love the resistance, but you think those grunts could take a shower once in a while, you know what I’m saying?”
 
   “I’m relaying the atmosphere buffer levels to you now,” I said, ignoring her comment.
 
   She laughed again. “I really am going to like you, Jenks. You don’t care for bullshit, do you?”
 
   “No, sir,” I deigned to answer her question this time. It was, after all, one of the best character assessments she could give me.
 
   I didn’t have time for niceties, pleasantries, or friendships. And if the resistance were serious, soon they would realize the same.
 
   “Okay, I want you to do everything I say. Now reach over to the buffer controls—” the Chief Engineer began.
 
   I tuned her voice out.
 
   My implants were itching.
 
   It was a distinctive sensation, and it sank deep into my elbows, traveling up into my shoulder blades. I shifted my arms back and forth, trying to jerk free of the sensation. It didn’t work.
 
   I found myself frowning.
 
   This wasn’t the first time I’d felt this distinct sensation.
 
   It sometimes happened when I entered an area where strong telekinetic powers had been used.
 
   The process of assisted telekinesis required the use of a very particular kind of energy. If your implants were tuned finely enough – and mine undoubtedly were – considering my power – you could pick up traces of that energy. Professor Axis had taught me to detect the use of telekinetic powers up to a week after they’d been activated. He’d spent several agonizing months calibrating and recalibrating my implants. I still remembered the massive black and blue bruises that would spread up my arms after every attempt.
 
   I stiffened.
 
   “Jenks? Are you listening to me?”
 
   My gaze darted around the room.
 
   There wasn’t much in life-support that a person could access.
 
   There were the primary controls, and beyond that, one of the thickest doors you’d ever seen.
 
   Only the Captain and the Chief Engineer had the command privilege to go through that door.
 
   I locked my gaze on it, letting my eyes slip from side-to-side as I looked for a sign of any manipulation.
 
   Finally I found it, right down in the left corner. The metal was puckering slightly.
 
   “Ensign Jenks, answer me,” the Chief Engineer snapped, defaulting to a commander’s tone, even if she’d insisted she was no longer my superior.
 
   “Sir,” I swallowed, “I believe someone else’s been down here.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It might be a hunch, sir, but something doesn’t feel right. I think someone has manipulated life-support,” I stuttered.
 
   “I don’t want your best hunch, Jenks. I don’t know much about your specialty, but I know you’re not an engineer. Tell me what you see.”
 
   “There is a slight deformity in the bottom left section of the chamber door.”
 
   “It’s probably nothing,” the Chief Engineer said after a pause, the slightest hint of worry tightening her tone. “We received quite a bad knock when those enforcement officers tried to take down this ship.”
 
   “You’re right, sir, I’m not an engineer, but I know enough about life-support to know that door is made out of trithalium. If your theory is correct, and the deformity is due to the general damage the ship sustained during our fight, it would not be so specific. There would also be damage – considerably more damage to the rest of the room. There isn’t. There is only a slight puckering in the lower section of the door.”
 
   The Chief Engineer gave a considerable pause. “I’m hearing you, Ensign, but I can’t think of anything that could cause such localized damage. It must be…” she trailed off.
 
   “What about telekinetic warriors?” I asked before I really knew what I was saying.
 
   I swallowed hard. If I were being smart, I wouldn’t dare mention telekinetic warriors. I wouldn’t draw any attention to them.
 
   But I wasn’t being smart; I was doing the right thing.
 
   If my gut instinct was correct, and someone with telekinetic powers had been in this room, then who knows what they could have done to life-support?
 
   The Chief Engineer swore in her own language. “You’re right... I’m on my way. Don’t touch anything.”
 
   “Aye, sir.” I let my gaze lock on the damage to the door.
 
   Experimentally, I flicked a finger up and attempted to manipulate the metal of the chamber door.
 
   It wasn’t easy, yet it barely taxed my abilities. However to an ordinary telekinetic warrior, it would have been almost impossible.
 
   I’d fought both those enforcement officers, and though they’d been a match for Williams, they didn’t have this kind of power.
 
   I let my hand drop down to my side, the faint light of my implant blinking out immediately.
 
   I kept frowning at the chamber door until finally the Chief Engineer came bustling in.
 
   She didn’t even acknowledge my presence – she practically threw herself at the primary console and began running scans.
 
   After about a minute, she took a jerked step back and made eye contact. “I think someone’s been in there,” she admitted in a stuttering tone, her three eyes drawing so wide they looked as if they’d swallow the rest of her face.
 
   I broke eye contact to stare at the door. “What do we do?”
 
   “Nothing,” she snapped immediately. “God knows what they’ve done. But whatever it is, it hasn’t triggered any problems yet. If you’d gone through with the recalibration,” she dropped her gaze to the controls and manipulated them at lightning speed, using all of her six arms, “you could have…” she swore, so viciously the word was like a blast from her throat.
 
   I paled. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I can’t be sure without getting into life-support myself, but I think somebody has rigged it to explode. If you’re smart enough, you can relay it back into the engines and create a feedback loop. We’ve already had buffering capacity issues, and the last thing we need is for the considerable power of the life-support systems to feedback into the energy grid.” She swore again. “This could have destroyed the whole ship.”
 
   I found myself swallowing.
 
   She swiveled her gaze to me and nodded low. “If you hadn’t picked that up, Ensign, we’d all be dead. The Ra’xon, and quite possibly the resistance, owes its existence to you. If this ship blew… God, it could take out half this planet.”
 
   I felt her tension – saw it, saw the unbridled raw emotion twist over her face.
 
   It pulled me in.
 
   I was usually so god dammed distant, but it pulled me in. Seeing how terrified she was somehow made me feel like less of an outsider.
 
   It had started with Nathan Shepherd, and now it was spreading. I was being pulled into more and more people’s troubles.
 
   I tried to push the unwelcome sensation away, but it would not be pushed.
 
   I swallowed hard again, throat constricted. “What do we do?”
 
   “You did a brilliant job in picking up this sabotage, but I gotta say, you’re still not an engineer. I’m going to need every specialized technician the resistance has got. We’re gonna have to isolate the system, open that door, get in there, and figure out what the hell someone did to this ship. Jenks, we owe this ship’s ongoing existence to you,” she repeated again.
 
   It took me a while to nod.
 
   I felt… strange.
 
   In fact, I wanted to tell myself I didn’t know and could not comprehend the abnormal emotion shifting through my chest like a quick wind.
 
   But that was a lie.
 
   It was pride again, wasn’t it? But not an ordinary pride. Not arrogance wrapped up in one’s own achievements, but something far subtler.
 
   The feeling of changing the life of another.
 
   I took a step back and found myself saluting.
 
   “You don’t need to do that anymore,” she noted.
 
   “I know. But I choose to. Do you need me to alert the Captain and Commander F’val?”
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll tell the Captain myself. As for F’val, he’s no longer on-board.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He didn’t stay with us; he evacuated the ship. F’val is one of our most valuable assets on the inside of Star Forces Command. Using his position as an enforcement officer, he can locate potential resistance candidates far more quickly than we can, and he can offer them a choice before the Star Forces takes away everything they have.”
 
   “Oh,” I responded levelly.
 
   “Don’t worry – I know this is all complicated. And I know you just joined the resistance. But you’re in good hands. Here, we look after one another.” With that, she turned back to her work.
 
   I turned, but paused, head angled towards her.
 
   We look after each other – those words echoed in my mind. Finally I shook my head and walked out of life-support.
 
   I heard the Chief Engineer make the call to the Captain.
 
   We had barely landed at the resistance base, and we’d already avoided disaster.
 
   As I walked along the hallway, shined Star Forces boots pounding against the floor, I wondered where the next danger would come from and when it would manifest.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I didn’t know what I felt as I met the resistance. Unlike the rest of the crew, my life hadn’t been building up to this moment. I’d only learnt of the existence of this group recently. It seemed everybody else had been planning the capture of the Ra’xon for at least a year and a half.
 
   I couldn’t deny the tight sensations that ran through my chest as I walked by the Captain’s side.
 
   Williams walked on the other side of the Captain, and a few other select command crew were at the rear.
 
   I’d never made first contact with an alien race, but strangely felt like this moment was how it would feel. The pressure, the sheer expectation, and the fear.
 
   I still didn’t know if the resistance would accept me. Especially with my blood ties to Admiral Shepherd.
 
   Still, I had nowhere else to go, so I had to make the most of this.
 
   We walked through the hangar bay until finally we reached a bank of superfast lifts.
 
   We filed in, and the lifts started. I expected them to arrive at their destination almost instantaneously.
 
   They didn’t.
 
   In fact a whole minute and a half ticked by before we stopped and the doors slowly slid open.
 
   As soon as they did, I was greeted with an incredible sight.
 
   There was a massive glass wall beside me. It didn’t show down into the rest of the base. Nor did it provide a view of the desert above.
 
   Instead it revealed a series of massive ice caves. Their pure white-blue crystalline structure glimmered back at me as my mouth half dropped open.
 
   I suddenly realized why the lift ride had taken so long. We hadn’t shunted sideways in the building. Instead we’d travelled right to the other side of the planet.
 
   It wasn’t that incredible – the hangar had been one hundred kilometers or so from the border with the ice region. Superfast lift technology was more than sufficient to bridge the distance in a few minutes.
 
   Still, it was surprising to witness such a sudden shift in scenery.
 
   Or maybe it was just the latent nerves still pumping through my blood and making my teeth jitter ever so slightly in my head.
 
   I found myself pumping a hand by my side.
 
   The Captain strode forward, and walked right at the massive glass wall that separated us from the interconnected caves beyond.
 
   I twitched for a second before I realized it wasn’t glass. As she approached, it morphed around her, and she stepped down onto a light bridge that formed under her feet.
 
   Another leap of faith, ha? My mind threw up that thought as I followed her and walked through the glass and onto my own light bridge.
 
   Balls of electrified light held me aloft as I descended to the base of the cave beyond.
 
   A large party had gathered to meet us.
 
   As we got close enough, I scanned the faces, trying to figure out if I knew anyone.
 
   They came from every possible race, even some of the species the Alliance deemed “unworthy.”
 
   I found myself sweating, a complex spiral of nerves lodged in my gut. I would have pumped my hand back and forth, but it would’ve drawn too much attention to me. And that’s the last thing I needed now.
 
   I had to fit in, I kept telling myself.
 
   This was my new home.
 
   I tried not to make too much eye contact with anyone. That didn’t stop the crowd, though – it seemed everybody was staring at me.
 
   I was the resistance’s latest recruit, right? Well, me and Jenks. Everybody else aboard the Ra’xon had already been a part of the resistance before we’d arrived.
 
   I cleared my throat uncomfortably.
 
   Slowly the crowd parted, and someone walked forward.
 
   Someone I recognized.
 
   I blanched, hands falling loosely and limply by my sides as my mouth jutted open. “Lady Argoza?” I couldn’t control my voice.
 
   She smiled at me, that beautiful face twisting with genuine warmth. “Nathan. It is good of you to join us. I had so hoped that you would come.”
 
   I shook my head, incapable of following. “But… but your family are part of the ruling elite. You yourself sit on the House of Lords and Ladies!”
 
   “I realize this must be a lot to take in. But please understand this, though my family are in a position of privilege, with privilege comes responsibility. We have watched the once great Alliance descend into hatred and cruelty. We must not allow it to slip any further. It is the right, and dare I say duty, of everyone with power to come together in this time to save our future.”
 
   I looked at her, slowly taking a breath and letting it settle in my chest.
 
   People like Lady Argoza were the poster kids of the Alliance. Rich, powerful, well-respected, and apparently filled with the requisite wisdom and foresight to lead the Alliance and all her citizens.
 
   Yet here she was, a leading member of the resistance.
 
   I wanted to shake my head again, but restrained myself.
 
   Instead I concentrated on breathing, figuring that at least if I could do that, I was winning.
 
   “Captain,” the Lady shifted her attention to the Captain, “you and your crew have done a commendable job. I doubt anyone else in this galaxy would have been able to land the Ra’xon. I was informed that you even managed to dispatch two enforcement officers.”
 
   “Williams here managed that,” the Captain said in a gruff voice. “Without her, we would have been dead.”
 
   “But you’re here now—” the Lady began, spreading her elegant hands wide.
 
   Something stopped her. There was an urgent beep from the Captain’s command PIP. She didn’t have to touch it. Instead she ticked her head to the side, clear worry plastering her face. “What is it?”
 
   “We’ve got a major problem with life-support,” the Chief Engineer’s voice came punching over the line.
 
   “What?” the Captain hissed.
 
   “Someone’s been in there and sabotaged it. We were about to recalibrate it, but Jenks picked up something was wrong. If she hadn’t realized someone had been in there…” the Chief Engineer trailed off.
 
   I watched the Captain’s face stiffen with cold dread. “Is the system isolated?”
 
   “You bet you it is. First thing I did. I can’t tell for sure without getting inside life-support, but my bet is they were rigging it in a feedback loop to destroy our engines. We’ve taken it off-line. It’s not brilliant, and I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t have to – but the Ra’xon can survive on recycled air from the hangar bay.”
 
   “What do you need to fix this?” the Captain snapped.
 
   “A hope and a prayer, oh, and every goddamn technician in the building. We’re going to have to take this slowly and carefully. Who knows what other surprises our saboteur has rigged for us.”
 
   “Who or what manipulated our life-support system?” the Captain asked directly, curling one massive hand into a fist, a fist that could have easily dented a hole in the hard metal floor.
 
   “I don’t know. Jenks thinks it might be one of those telekinetic warriors. She could be right. There’s no other damage to life-support, just evidence that the chamber door has been manipulated somehow.”
 
   “I’m on my way,” the Captain said as she turned hard on her foot. “Williams, you’re with me.”
 
   I turned to follow the Captain too. She shook her head. “Stay here. I want you to help coordinate a response for a worst-case scenario.”
 
   “Worst-case scenario?” I questioned, voice hollow.
 
   “If my ship explodes, she’ll take half this planet with her. Find some way to stop that.” With that, the Captain strode off, her massive body cutting a long shadow that sliced across the icy walls.
 
   I heard Lady Argoza take a shaking breath. “What’s going on?”
 
   I turned to her, my own face as pale as the ice white walls all around me. “Someone sabotaged the ship. Christ… I can’t believe we didn’t pick up on this sooner.” I wasn’t an engineer, and it wasn’t my responsibility, but I still felt this mistake like a punch in the face.
 
   I’d only just joined the resistance, but I knew enough about warfare to realize that if we wanted a chance at taking down the Alliance, we couldn’t afford mistakes.
 
   “Will the Captain require assistance?” the Lady asked, those beautiful round eyes opening in fear.
 
   “Don’t worry, she’ll requisition it. Now, who’s in charge of the security detail around here?” I looked past the Lady, letting my gaze slice across the room.
 
   I found a likely candidate standing several meters back from the Lady, arms crossed over his chest, the bulk of his body hidden behind a few crates.
 
   With a rattling cough, he dropped his arms and walked out. “I’ve got this,” he said.
 
   I ignored him. “We need to get as many people away from the desert side of the planet as we can. If we’ve got one thing working for us in this situation, it’s this planet’s weather. I’ll have to run some calculations, but based on a rough guess, I’d imagine the winds cutting across the surface might just be enough to contain an explosion, should the Ra’xon blow.”
 
   “It won’t come to that,” the man said, shooting me a steely look. He took another step out from behind the crates, and I got a good look at him. He was in smooth streamlined armor. Not the stuff you wore to take on a meteor, but the fine movable biometric mesh that sat almost flush with the skin. Behind him he had a sword strapped to his back. It wasn’t an ordinary shaft of metal, mind you. It was an electro spinning blade. Grab it out of his holster, and it would start to spin with all the ferocity of an atom, and all the power too. He’d be able to use it to cut through almost anything. Including his leg, if he weren’t careful.
 
   There weren’t too many people who held those blades, and even less who chose that style of armor.
 
   If I had to guess, he was part of the Harax Clan. A band of warriors who recruited from every race who held the same creed.
 
   Formidable. Cold. Efficient. And not the kind of people you ever wanted to cross.
 
   Oh, and they also held grudges.
 
   He looked at me, hatred growing in his gaze.
 
   Great. I’d made an enemy in my first few minutes.
 
   Still, I had a job to do. “The Captain commanded me to plan for the worst-case scenario. And I intend to do that.”
 
   The guy sneered. Actually sneered. Pulled his lip back and clenched his teeth together.
 
   Maybe it was because I’d been sheltered by the Star Forces for so long, but normal people didn’t sneer. Teenagers did.
 
   I bristled.
 
   “J’axal,” Lady Argoza said softly, “you can trust Nathan. You honestly can.”
 
   So the guy’s name was J’axal. And judging by the tender way the Lady spoke to him, and the brief look he gave her, it was clear he wasn’t immune to her charms.
 
   Did he possibly think I was stepping on his toes somehow?
 
   I wish. Lady Argoza, however, would never fall for a grunt like me. I’d just lost the one thing that set me apart – my command.
 
   J’axal walked past me, arms held stiffly by his sides. “Keep up,” he snapped.
 
   I intended to.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   It didn’t take long for the Captain and Williams to rush back onto the ship. I expected Shepherd to be there with them. He wasn’t.
 
   I almost felt disappointed at that.
 
   Though there wasn’t anything I could do, the Chief Engineer had ordered me to stick around nonetheless. I wasn’t a skilled technician, but I could carry out orders, if they were simple enough.
 
   I stood in the corridor, fighting the urge to cross my arms. Which was stupid. To the Star Forces, standing around and crossing your arms in front of commanders was tantamount to insubordination. I wasn’t with the Star Forces anymore. So why couldn’t I let go?
 
   Because it didn’t seem right. Love them or hate them, the Star Forces at least knew how to run a ship.
 
   In all the emotion of stealing this vessel and arriving at the base, this crew were losing their training. And their training was the only weapon they had.
 
   The Captain strode past me. At first I thought she’d ignore me, but she swiveled her gaze towards me. “Thank you,” she said simply. Then she walked into life-support with Williams by her side.
 
   Williams gave me an odd look, then scurried forward.
 
   I would have loved to know what they were talking about in there, but I didn’t have to wait long to find out.
 
   The Chief Engineer rushed out, her brow plastered with sweat, her three eyes as wide as planets. “Do us a favor. Go to engineering and get the level III access kit. If you don’t know what it looks like, ask someone. Be fast.”
 
   I didn’t need to hear that command twice. I twisted on my foot and shot off.
 
   It felt good to run. To move my limbs freely. I spent most of my time, when I wasn’t lucky, coming down off compound 78. I had about a week and a half grace before the headaches would set in. Two weeks before I’d start to lose a little control in my muscles. Three weeks before the full fits arrived.
 
   When I was in full-blown withdrawal, my muscles would become so tense, the idea of running would be like taking saws to my legs and arms.
 
   Despite everything that had happened to me, I was still fit. I had to be. Activating the two advanced implants in my elbows required nothing less. So I made it to engineering in good time. The Chief Engineer was right, and I had no idea what a level III access kit looked like, but I asked someone, snatched it off them, and then turned on my heel.
 
   I had the access kit back to the CE in good time.
 
   She snatched it off me. “You’re fast, Jenks. And observant. I still need your skills. I want you to go outside and help coordinate with the team on the ground. We still need to ensure the Ra’xon gets hooked up to the base’s life-support system. It’s a delicate process. We need to maintain precise atmosphere levels. If you don’t, the Ra’xon’s life-support systems could kick on automatically. And that would blow us all to smithereens.”
 
   “You’re going to talk me through the process?” I questioned.
 
   “Of course. And the resistance will have a team outside supervising. Now get out there. But take this.” She took something out of the access pack and threw it at me.
 
   I caught it easily.
 
   I saluted. It was the wrong thing to do. I wasn’t in the Star Forces anymore. Still, it felt right.
 
   I turned on my boot, vaguely aware that the Captain was shooting me an almost proud look.
 
   I pushed myself forward.
 
   I enjoyed the sense of running. Arms pumping, limbs moving, lungs struggling for breath.
 
   I would hold onto this memory when my fits started again.
 
   If they did. Now I was with the resistance, I had access to an almost unending supply of Omega weaponry. Theoretically. I still had to get hold of it without arousing any suspicion.
 
   But that was a thought that could be pushed away for now.
 
   For now it was time to save the Ra’xon.
 
   My duty shifts spent scanning the Ra’xon had put me in good stead, because I knew my way to the primary exit port automatically.
 
   I pushed myself as hard as I could, streaming past several lieutenants who gave me quizzical looks. News of the problem in life-support probably hadn’t spread yet.
 
   Sprinting, cheeks red, I reached the exit port. It hooked the Ra’xon up onto a metal gangway that led around the side of the hangar bay. My gaze darted around it quickly, and I realized I would have to run the entire length to reach an access ladder that could take me down to the ground level. And I’d have to be on the ground level to reach the environmental controls.
 
   My gaze shifted to the left suddenly as I saw a tall pile of metal crates shoved up against the wall just underneath the metal gangway.
 
   I grabbed the railing and made a quick calculation.
 
   My heart was beating hard in my chest, that tingling feeling still itching its way up my arms and deep into my elbows.
 
   Call it intuition, but I had the feeling I had to act quickly.
 
   Who knew what kind of damage someone had done to life-support.
 
   The Chief Engineer seemed to think it was fixable. Or maybe she didn’t. Maybe she was doing a valiant job of hiding the true severity of the situation. She’d called the Captain, after all.
 
   Bottom line, I had to be quick.
 
   There was no time to run all the way down the gangway, wait for a lift, or take the ladder.
 
   Instead I ran right at the metal railing, vaulted over it, and sailed down to the box below.
 
   The crates were sturdy, probably filled with weapons. It would take more than my slight form jumping on top of them to dislodge them.
 
   Now all I had to do was make my way down the zigzag form, like I was stepping down a pyramid.
 
   Maybe a few people stopped to stare at me from the hangar bay floor. Maybe that didn’t matter.
 
   Maybe the only thing that mattered was saving this ship.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I wasn’t a lieutenant commander anymore. A fact that kept slipping from my mind as J’axal and I passed several ensigns. No one saluted. Because they didn’t have to anymore.
 
   I had about as much authority as a kid, and about as much power to back it up. Unlike J’axal, I wasn’t in any fancy armor, and I sure as hell didn’t have a spinning electro blade. I had nothing but my hands. If I were lucky, the resistance may arm me at some point. Or maybe they wouldn’t. They could just as easily toss me away.
 
   Still, I was determined to carry out the Captain’s orders, even if she wasn’t my commander anymore.
 
   J’axal strode ahead, and I matched pace, despite the fact I could tell his swift movements were assisted by his armor.
 
   It didn’t take long to reach the hangar bay.
 
   For just a few seconds I watched J’axal’s head tilt up further and further as he locked his gaze on the massive belly of the Ra’xon. He clearly wasn’t Star Forces; he would likely never have seen a ship as big as this.
 
   Was he starting to realize he was out of his depth? That he had no idea how to plan an evacuation should the Ra’xon go critical?
 
   “We won’t get anything done standing here and staring at it,” I snapped.
 
   He turned his head towards me, then saw something and jerked his gaze up and to the left.
 
   I followed.
 
   I saw somebody leap right over the railing that connected the Ra’xon to the exit gangway, and land on one of the numerous crates stacked up around the edges of the hangar bay.
 
   The person, whoever the hell it was, proceeded to make their way quickly down the piled boxes until they reached the ground and ran towards us.
 
   That’s when I realized it was Jenks.
 
   Arms pumping at her sides, cheeks flushed with action, hair swishing around her ears, she barely glanced at me as she shot past.
 
   She came to a skidding stop near what looked like an environmental control station. There were several engineers from the Ra’xon and the resistance standing around. She handed one something, and talked to them briefly, before being ordered away to some other task.
 
   J’axal snorted. “She does know we have lifts, right? Are all Star Forces like that?”
 
   I didn’t answer. Instead I found my lip twitching high into my cheek.
 
   Nope. All Star Forces were not like that. Jenks seemed to be in a category of her own.
 
   Just before I could wonder whether she was superhuman, I watched her double over for a second, clasping a hand against her chest, clearly battling through a stitch. Yep. That would happen if you decided to forgo a lift for a goddamn pyramid of crates.
 
   I had to forcefully tug my attention off her and fix it back on J’axal. “We have to start shifting all non-essential personnel from this area.”
 
   “I’m not the one staring at her, buddy,” J’axal snapped.
 
   “Excuse me?” I twisted my head around to glare at him.
 
   J’axal held my gaze. “You’re wasting time.”
 
   “Sure I am,” I snapped sarcastically as I brushed past him. I located a group of ensigns who appeared to be removing cargo from the Ra’xon. I gave them orders immediately, grabbing a lieutenant I knew who was handy in engineering, and ordering her to start working on containment shields should the Ra’xon blow. They wouldn’t be enough to hold the destructive power of that ship, but at least they’d contain some of the damage.
 
   J’axal was useless. As predicted. He had no relevant skills. He stood there, arms crossed, occasionally making sarcastic comments, but thankfully smart enough to know not to intervene.
 
   As every minute passed, I found my heart beating faster and faster. There was no ostensible threat, and considering I wasn’t privy to what the Chief Engineer was doing in life-support, for all I knew, she could have fixed everything. Something told me that this wasn’t over, though.
 
   We’d barely arrived, and we were already in a race for our lives.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I did what I was told. As quickly and efficiently as I could.
 
   There was a real sense of mounting fear amongst the engineers. I didn’t have to ask them what was going on – I could hear it in their voices, and see it in the stressed sharp movements of their bodies.
 
   I was right, wasn’t I? Whatever had been done to life-support, it wasn’t going to be easy to fix. And unless we were lucky, it was gonna take out the ship and half the planet.
 
   A few times, between tasks, I found myself standing there and staring up at the great belly of the Ra’xon.
 
   If it blew, could I do anything about it?
 
   Unquestionably, undoubtedly I had immense power. That was what I was made for. To sail above battles and conduct armies. I wasn’t an ordinary telekinetic warrior. The enforcement officer who’d asked what I was had asked the most pertinent question of all. A complete battle system designed to win wars decisively and quickly.
 
   But did that mean I had the raw energy necessary to stop the Ra’xon if she blew?
 
   … I made a desperate calculation in my head, and realized I had no hope of stopping the Ra’xon from exploding.
 
   I could minimize the damage, maybe. I could save myself, quite probably. But everybody else? Who knew?
 
   … Would I do it, though?
 
   Try to save everybody else? Try to contain the power of the Ra’xon’s explosion?
 
   If I used every scrap of energy I had, maybe I could reduce the damage to this hangar bay alone rather than half the planet. But it would take me everything. And it would leave me entirely exposed. It would take me weeks to recover, and for those weeks I would be in the resistance’s clutches. They would know what I was, and they would….
 
   I shivered as a hand seemed to snake out from nowhere and clasp my shoulder.
 
   As I jerked around, expecting attack, I realized it was Shepherd.
 
   He pressed his lips together in a commiserating frown. “You’ve done enough, Jenks. We’re evacuating this area.”
 
   “No,” I said simply. “There’s more I can do. I’m happy to stay.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them.
 
   He looked as if he wanted to argue with me, so instead of giving him the chance, I turned quickly and ran back over to the environmental control station.
 
   If I’d thought the tension in the air was unbearable before, I was wrong. Now it seemed to sit there like guns pointing at everybody’s heads.
 
   As I passed several engineers, hunched over control stations, fingers sweaty and shaking as they manipulated the controls, I found my head jerking up to the belly of the Ra’xon.
 
   I knew my answer, didn’t I?
 
   There was only one thing I could do.
 
   If the Ra’xon blew, I would try to stop it. No matter the costs.
 
   I would never do to others what the Star Forces had done to me. Life was valuable, and should not be sacrificed simply for the security of the few.
 
   I brought my hands up for a brief moment and stared at them, suddenly exquisitely aware of the implants lodged in my elbows. With a thought, with a mere thought, I could activate them and send myself floating high into the air, yellow energy cascading off my body like lightning from a storm.
 
   “You, Jenks,” a Lieutenant said, “the Chief wants you to get to the secondary buffer control.”
 
   A resistance member by the Lieutenant’s side pointed up to a set of controls lodged half way up the wall. “We usually have scaffolding leading to them, but we had to rearrange it to get you guys off the Ra’xon. We didn’t have any exit platforms tall enough.”
 
   “Stop explaining the situation to her,” the Lieutenant snapped, “do something about it. There’s a small magnetic set of scaffolding over on that side of the hangar bay,” the Lieutenant cut his hand towards the left, “grab whoever you need to help you set it up.”
 
   “Wouldn’t a sky bridge be quicker?” I questioned automatically.
 
   “Quicker, but guaranteed to kill us all. We can’t run the risk of any electromagnetic disturbance in this area.”
 
   It was that bad?
 
   “Go,” the Lieutenant snapped.
 
   I pivoted on my foot and headed in the direction the Lieutenant had pointed.
 
   He said grab anyone in my way to help me, and the only two people I could see were Shepherd and the surly guy with him.
 
   “Come with me,” I snapped as I ran past them.
 
   When they hesitated, I spun on my foot, hair flaring around my face. “I said, come with me.”
 
   Both men pushed off.
 
   “Most women introduce themselves first,” the man with Shepherd said in a smooth voice.
 
   I ignored him. “We need to set up magnetic scaffolding to access the secondary buffer controls. For some reason they’re halfway up the side of the wall.”
 
   “Got it,” Shepherd said without missing a beat. He ran ahead of us both, reaching the set of scaffolding.
 
   I would have matched pace with him, if I could.
 
   I was starting to feel a few aches and pains. I’d been rushing around non-stop for an hour. A feat I could have easily managed if I’d just topped up on compound 78.
 
   Though I wanted to ignore it, there was the slightest tremble in my left hand.
 
   I reached the scaffolding, sucking in a much needed breath.
 
   “You must be exhausted,” Shepherd said. “You’ve run around this entire hangar almost 100 times. I’ve watched you.”
 
   I didn’t know what it meant that he’d apparently been watching me so intently, but I didn’t have the time to question him. “I’ve never set up magnetic scaffolding,” I admitted, “you concentrate on programming it, and I’ll assemble the base platforms.”
 
   “Right.” Shepherd plunged down to one knee, shoved his arm amongst the pile of scaffolding, and pulled out a hardened handheld com panel. “This junk is in a mess. You’d think the resistance would have time to take better care of their equipment,” he mumbled.
 
   “We don’t have time to look after equipment, Lieutenant Commander,” the man with him said through clenched teeth, “we’re kind of preoccupied with saving the galaxy.”
 
   “You there,” I snapped at the man, “stop standing around and snarking, and give me a hand.” I pointed to the end of the scaffolding I was trying to haul onto a platform.
 
   I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw Shepherd smirk at that.
 
   “My name is J’axal, by the way,” the man said.
 
   I didn’t react. “We’ll move it onto that platform,” I pointed to the remaining set of scaffolding. “How’s the programming going?”
 
   “Done,” Shepherd said.
 
   J’axal, though he seemed irritating, was strong, especially in that armor of his, and helped me shift the scaffolding into place.
 
   Then we both stood back. Without needing to be told, Shepherd activated the mechanical scaffolding.
 
   The metal bars climbed off their platforms, hooking together and forming connections all of their own accord. A series of loud thumping clicks rang through the hangar bay, echoing off the far walls.
 
   As soon as the primary outer scaffolding was in place, I started to climb.
 
   I could have waited for the platform lift that was sunk into the middle to form, but I didn’t have time.
 
   I hauled myself up the bars and started to climb them as fast as I could.
 
   “Damn, doesn’t she ever use lifts?” I heard J’axal say.
 
   “I’d say she doesn’t think she has time,” Shepherd commented. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him shift his gaze towards the Ra’xon, his brow compressing with fear. “And I fear she’s right.”
 
   I climbed faster now. Ignoring whatever feeling of lightness built in my fingers as I threw myself at the scaffolding.
 
   At first I’d enjoyed the feeling of running freely. Now it was taking its toll.
 
   I had three weeks between doses of compound 78 if I looked after myself.
 
   If, instead, I threw myself around a massive hangar bay without stop, that window would reduce.
 
   I wasn’t about to have a fit anytime soon, but I knew the slight tingling in my limbs would only get worse.
 
   I clenched my teeth together, feeling a rigid pressure descend sharply into my jaw as I finally reached the top of the scaffolding and pulled myself up.
 
   I struggled for breath, leaning on one knee for a second, until I jerked my head up, hair slapping into my cheeks as I jolted forward.
 
   I ran the short length of the scaffolding and finally reached the controls.
 
   That’s when I realized they were housed behind a thick durable casing, probably there to protect them from the exhaust of incoming ships.
 
   I swore. Then I brought a hand out, almost automatically, ready to spread my fingers and use my powers to whip the casing right off the wall.
 
   I stopped myself, just in time.
 
   If I did that, I’d be found out, and there was still a chance we could save the Ra’xon without me using my powers.
 
   I turned sharply on my foot and threw myself at the railing. “I need a weapon,” I screamed down at Shepherd.
 
   “What’s going on?” he snapped.
 
   “There’s a durable casing over the controls. Looks like you need some kind of key to open it.”
 
   He swore.
 
   “I got this,” J’axal said as he threw himself at the scaffolding. The lift was in perfect order now, but instead of using it, he chose to climb the edge of the railing like I had. Except he was faster, and far nimbler. I’d been around the galaxy long enough to recognize that he was from the Harax Clan. It took him half the time it had taken me to clear the scaffolding.
 
   He jumped up neatly by my side and gave me a brief nod, then brought the spinning electro blade from his back in a smooth move. He began to swing it towards the controls.
 
   I grabbed his other arm and jerked him backwards. “What are you doing?” I snapped.
 
   Fortunately the force of my move was enough to pull him off balance, and his blade struck the wall, the spinning tip spewing chunks of metal out in every direction. A few even scattered across my uniform, and sliced over my cheek, a fine splatter of blood arcing down my neck.
 
   I didn’t lift a hand up to brush the blood away. Instead I stared at him with a blazing gaze. “You slice the casing off the wall like that, and you’ll compromise the controls.”
 
   Without being asked, and without warning him what I was doing, I reached beside him, leaned down, and grabbed a blade from his thigh holster.
 
   He could have stopped me. Or at least he could have tried.
 
   He didn’t. Instead he angled his head down and watched me intently, gaze following every movement I made.
 
   The blade was a far smaller spinning electro dagger.
 
   I carefully unsheathed it, letting the sheath clatter to the floor and bang off my boots. Then I approached the controls, latched a hand on the wall, and carefully edged the blade against the side of the paneling. With my tongue between my teeth, I made a delicate enough cut – which was hard with a blade as brutal as this – and managed to pry the casing back.
 
   I slammed a hand on my communication PIP. “I’ve managed to access the secondary buffer controls,” I snapped.
 
   I expected the Lieutenant to reply, but he didn’t. “Just in time,” I heard the Chief Engineer snap, “this is going to be a delicate process, Jenks…” she trailed off.
 
   I stood there, waiting for her next orders.
 
   They didn’t come.
 
   A dense terrifying pressure settled in my stomach and started to climb my back. It forced me to shift backwards and turn my head slowly towards the Ra’xon.
 
   It was about to blow, wasn’t it?
 
   Fear must’ve exploded over my face, because J’axal turned to face the Ra’xon with me. “What the hell is going on?” he asked in a pitching voice.
 
   I didn’t reply.
 
   Instead I made a fist with my free hand.
 
   I felt my implant, connected to it.
 
   I waited.
 
   Even if I dropped everything and ran to life-support, I wouldn’t be able to stop the Ra’xon from exploding with my power alone. And it was far better for me to be out here, even if it meant the Captain and the Chief Engineer would lose their lives.
 
   Out here I would be able to create a vortex of power to contain the explosion.
 
   In a blistering haze, I walked my mind through exactly what I would have to do.
 
   “What the hell is going on in there?” I heard J’axal ask once more.
 
   There was an explosion. It came from the Ra’xon. Blew out of one side of the hull, spewing plating against a shield that automatically blinked into place.
 
   It wasn’t enough to take out the whole ship, but it made the floor shake like the most powerful of earthquakes.
 
   The scaffolding we were on was clearly old and hadn’t been maintained correctly. At the first tremor, it disengaged from the wall, and shifted two meters back from it as it jittered along the shaking floor.
 
   J’axal grabbed the railing and grabbed my arm with his free hand, letting his sword drop to his feet. “What the hell?” he yelled.
 
   I waited. Waited for the secondary explosion. The one that would take out the ship and this hangar bay.
 
   It didn’t come.
 
   My command PIP crackled. “Jenks? Jenks?” the Chief Engineer growled. “You need to blow out the secondary buffer. Now. Do it now. Destroy the secondary buffer.”
 
   I heard her.
 
   I acted.
 
   Without thinking.
 
   Our scaffolding was now a good two meters from the wall.
 
   I didn’t hesitate.
 
   I still held the spinning electro blade in one hand.
 
   “Now,” the Chief Engineer screeched, voice echoing out from my com PIP.
 
   I threw myself right over the edge of the scaffolding, feet sailing through the air.
 
   I jammed my thumb into the hilt of the electro dagger, setting it to full spin.
 
   By all rights I shouldn’t have made the jump.
 
   I did.
 
   I slammed the blade into the secondary panel, sparks of metal spewing everywhere.
 
   The blade dug its way right into the center of the panel just as a small explosion punched out from it, threatening to rip my hand from its position.
 
   I held on. Clutching my hand tighter and tighter around the hilt, driving the blade as far into the wall as I could.
 
   From somewhere, I could hear a distinct whir down of engines.
 
   The cloud of doom that had descended upon me lifted.
 
   It seemed we wouldn’t die today.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I heard the Chief Engineer’s desperate call and watched Jenks throw herself off the scaffolding at the secondary buffer controls.
 
   My heart was in my mouth, dread a cold press against my chest, feeling like it would explode and tear right through me.
 
   For those few fractions of a second where she leapt through the air and sprang towards the controls, time stretched. Fear swelled in its place.
 
   But she made it. Christ, she made it. That spinning electro dagger sliced into the control panel, and a cascade of sparks erupted out.
 
   “You’ve done it. Jenks, you’ve done it. We’re safe,” the Chief’s victorious cry came over the com line, echoing around the hangar bay.
 
   Some crew further back in the hangar bay started to cheer.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   Jenks was still halfway up the wall, a good 15 meters out of my reach, teetering there with nothing but the electro dagger to hold her a loft.
 
   In a heart-splitting second, I saw the dagger tilt.
 
   I ran forward.
 
   J’axal got there first.
 
   With lightning fast speed only possible with the use of his armor, he slammed two hands on the railing of the scaffolding, and jumped off.
 
   Jenks fell.
 
   She didn’t say a word. She didn’t even make a sound. The dagger pulled itself from the wall, and she dropped.
 
   The fall would kill her.
 
   J’axal fell faster. Then, with the kind of speed you can only associate with Harax warriors, hit the floor, rolled, and sprang to his feet just in time.
 
   He reached up and caught her.
 
   The electro dagger fell towards her, but J’axal rounded his shoulder and shunted it into the blade, shoving it away, despite the fact the spinning end sliced across his armor.
 
   I reached them, eyes wide with terror until Jenks made a movement.
 
   Then my fear turned to something else. It happened quickly, in only a fraction of a second.
 
   I wanted to pretend I didn’t know what I was feeling, but there was no point in lying inside the privacy of my own head.
 
   Jealousy. Just the smallest fragment of jealousy.
 
   J’axal had got there first, saved Jenks’ life, and was now leaning down to her. And while I could tell his smile was as arrogant as hell, you could forgive someone else for thinking it was dashing.
 
   Just as my gut clenched, Jenks sighed.
 
   “You can put me down now,” Jenks said to J’axal without as much as a thank you.
 
   J’axal’s smile faltered. “I’m the guy who just saved your life.”
 
   “Put me down,” she said simply.
 
   “Now, now, I think a thank you is in order,” he countered in a thoroughly conceited way.
 
   “I could punch you in the chin,” she commented.
 
   This elicited a stuttering laugh from J’axal, and finally he put her down.
 
   She immediately took a step back from him and shot him a steely glare. “I could have managed on my own.”
 
   J’axal gave a soft snort. “Sure. I mean, your head would have impacted with the floor. But if you call that managing.”
 
   She turned from him.
 
   That tension that had seized my gut when he’d caught her – it was all gone.
 
   I found myself grinning. “You’ve certainly earned your stripes today, Ensign,” I began, then promptly stopped. She wasn’t an ensign anymore, and as far as I could tell, the resistance only had a loose chain of command.
 
   She gave a low nod nonetheless and didn’t pull me up on my mistake. “Thank you, Lieutenant Commander. But anyone else would have done the same.”
 
   “There’s not too many people who would throw themselves off the end of scaffolding and stab a wall,” I chuckled, “so there’s no need to be humble. I’ll be sure to let the Captain know. You’ll receive a commendation,” I began then frowned sharply as I realized I’d done it again. Goddammit, why couldn’t my mind catch up to the situation? There would be no commendations, and the Captain wasn’t even a captain anymore.
 
   J’axal gave a thoroughly irritating snort. “We don’t really hand out commendations around here,” he pointed out through a snarl. Then he turned his attention to Jenks, and his demeanor changed entirely. “You’re a bit of a hellcat, Jenks. What’s your first name?”
 
   She just looked at him. She didn’t answer. Then she shifted her attention. “I should go and see how the Chief Engineer is doing.”
 
   I couldn’t hide my smile. And to be fair, I barely tried.
 
   J’axal might have been turning on the charm, but Jenks was clearly immune. She walked straight past him.
 
   “Hold on,” I jogged to catch up to her, “I’ll come too.”
 
   I caught sight of J’axal’s expression as I passed a shiny reflective panel.
 
   I smiled again.
 
   Then I fixed my attention on Jenks without moving my head as we walked side-by-side.
 
   That determination in her gaze – the one that felt like you were staring into the center of a star – it hadn’t changed. She could have just lost her life, but Jenks looked just the same as always.
 
   I let my gaze drift over her face until I noted the small cut down her cheek. Realizing what she’d just been through, I quickly jerked my eyes down until I caught sight of her right hand – the same one she’d use to hold the electro dagger into the wall.
 
   I expected it to be badly burnt. I’d watched that cascade of sparks spew out from the panel after she’d stabbed it. At least a few of them should have scattered over her flesh and burnt it.
 
   But, by and large, her hand looked fine.
 
   I frowned. “You must be injured,” I pointed out, nodding at her hand.
 
   She looked disoriented, and then jerked her head down to stare at her hand. She shifted the fingers in and out. The movement wasn’t as smooth as it should be.
 
   “Maybe I should take you to the med bay,” I realized, speeding up my stride.
 
   “I’m fine, sir. I got lucky. That panel really didn’t do much damage.” She brought up her hand, but rather than show it to me, quickly tucked it behind her back.
 
   I watched her open a fist and close it. It appeared to be weak.
 
   I frowned at her. I even slowed down, making the move pronounced as I looked directly into her eyes. “Jenks, we don’t expect you to single-handedly defeat the Alliance. Your actions were brave and commendable today, but if we want you to live another day and keep doing what you’re doing, we need to look after you.”
 
   She twitched a little on the term look after you.
 
   “I’m not that injured, honestly,” she managed after a sustained pause.
 
   “You might not be that badly burnt, but it looks as if you’ve strained the muscles up your arms. Your fingers appear weak,” I commented.
 
   She stiffened. It was such an obvious move as it travelled from her neck all the way down to her legs.
 
   I frowned. I could have let it go, but there was no reason to do that anymore. I might have lost everything upon leaving the Star Forces, but I’d gained freedom too. I nodded at her. “You don’t trust many people, do you, Jenks?”
 
   If it were possible, she stiffened further, to the point where it looked as if her muscles would snap.
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   “I don’t know what happened to you, I don’t know why you think you can’t trust anyone, and why you keep yourself to yourself all the time, but it doesn’t have to be that way.”
 
   She wouldn’t answer me. In fact, she appeared to be ignoring me so completely, I doubted she even heard what I’d said.
 
   “Jenks?” I raised my voice.
 
   “It’s fine, Lieutenant Commander. I will take myself to the med bay. The Captain is probably waiting for you.”
 
   We’d just reached the gangway that led to the Ra’xon.
 
   Despite the small explosion that had ruptured the hull on one side, the exit ramp was still in place.
 
   She sped up.
 
   I jerked out a hand, and before I knew what I was doing, grabbed her arm.
 
   She turned around, her momentum seeing her hair flick around in a small arc until it slammed successively into each cheek.
 
   For some reason I found myself slightly out of breath. “Look, I’m not gonna leave you alone,” I said through an exasperated laugh, “I’m going to take you to the med bay. You’re injured. Maybe you don’t want to tell me what’s going on with you, but you can’t ignore me. And you can’t ignore protocol.”
 
   One of her eyebrows shifted slowly up her brow. “What protocol? We’re not in the Star Forces anymore. And look around you,” she let her gaze slip from shoulder to shoulder, “these people have forgotten their training pretty fast.”
 
   My brow crumpled. She was pointing out something I was already starting to feel myself.
 
   “They want to defeat the Alliance,” incredulity twisted through her tone, “but they haven’t got the first idea how to do that. They think stealing the Ra’xon’s going to be all it takes to bring down the Alliance,” her tone started to shake more and more, whatever facade of control she’d once had cracking violently, “but they have no idea what it will take. They have no idea what the Alliance has at its fingertips. They’re idiots.” She spun a hand behind her, indicating the base. “Every last one of them.”
 
   I stiffened. At first, I’d felt sympathy well in my gut at her tirade. Now I felt my face lock in anger. “Don’t call them that,” I said, words biting. “They aren’t stupid. Misguided, maybe, being pulled along by their hope, definitely. But they aren’t idiots,” I said through clenched teeth, my hand still rested on her arm. “Don’t turn against your own, Jenks. And whatever happened to you,” I dropped the biting anger from my tone, “don’t let it take away your hope.”
 
   She took a step back, jerking her arm free from my grip. Her eyes were wide, two focused beams of emotion. “Hope?” her voice trembled. “What makes you think they’d ever let you keep that?”
 
   There was such a raw intensity behind her emotions, it floored me. I wanted to reprimand her again for calling her comrades idiots, and for lashing out at the very people she’d just helped to save. But that would be denying the real issue. I hadn’t risen through the ranks of the Star Forces by combat and piloting skills alone. You wanted to successfully command a ship, you had to understand people.
 
   Something was eating Jenks up. Every inch of her. When she wasn’t running, she was probably nursing whatever injury had done this to her, whatever trauma had turned what looked like a perfectly capable and smart young woman into a shadow.
 
   I was now more determined than ever to find out.
 
   Perhaps she could see that determination glinting in my gaze, because she took a jerked step backwards. I saw that tiger again – the one that was trapped.
 
   She turned from me quickly. “The Captain’s probably waiting for you,” she repeated. Then she hurried off.
 
   It would have been easy to catch up to her. She was clearly tired from her efforts to save the ship.
 
   I didn’t rush after her though. Instead I stood there and watched her.
 
   Would she even go to the med bay?
 
   Before I could find out, a voice filtered out from my com PIP. “Shepherd, we need your assistance,” the Captain said.
 
   “On my way,” I muttered as I took a determined step forward, one hand curling into a fist as I watched Jenks finally disappear into the Ra’xon.
 
   As soon as I was finished with the Captain, I was going to look Jenks up. The Ra’xon, though no longer connected to the Star Forces’ database, would still have a substantial amount of information saved on her hard drives. I was going to scour them for any information on the elusive Jenks.
 
   Maybe I should have been directing more mental power to the task of fitting in with the resistance and gaining their trust. Well the human brain doesn’t work like that.
 
   One mystery at a time.
 
   One mystery at a time.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   As soon as I reached a secluded corridor, I balled up a fist and slammed it into a wall. I didn’t let out a scream, just bottled it up inside as I let my bare knuckles connect to the metal.
 
   I made no attempt whatsoever to shield my flesh with my implants. I just let my fist connect to the unyielding surface of the wall.
 
   I felt the pain ripple and stab up my arm, bearing down on my shoulder like a shot from a gun.
 
   It was the only thing I could do not to fall to my knees and shriek in rage.
 
   Shepherd wanted to know where my hope was? It had been scoured from my body by the goddamn Star Forces. And I was serious – I would make them pay. Even if I had to carry the resistance every step of the way.
 
   With that determined thought, I pulled away from the wall, and continued down the corridor.
 
   I thought fleetingly about ignoring Shepherd and not going anywhere near the med bay. But I soon realized that would be a bad plan.
 
   Though I hated medical equipment by principal, and despised doctors as they reminded me of Professor Axis, I had to play a careful game here. Shepherd knew I was injured, and I had to see to those injuries lest he keep asking after me.
 
   I didn’t have to fear that my implants would be discovered if I went to the med bay. They were shielded. Axis had gone to a great deal of trouble to perfect the shielding technology, so only his equipment could detect it. One of his plans – one of his many brutal plans for me – had been as an espionage agent amongst the Star Forces. I wasn’t just a weapon who could wage whole wars – I could slip silently through the ranks of the Star Forces, gathering intel and disposing of targets that Axis saw fit.
 
   Still, when I reached the med bay doors, I hesitated. A vortex of twisted fear and rage settled deep within my gut. Even glancing at the painted sign over the slate grey doors made the bile rise in my throat. I remembered, in perfect detail, every time I’d been dragged to the med bay aboard the Miracle. Every time Axis had played with my implants, and they’d burnt my arms, searing the flesh. My skin had been grafted and regrown so often it no longer felt like my own. 
 
   Realizing I couldn’t stand there forever, I took a short, sharp breath, and pushed into the med bay.
 
   It was empty. Clearly the Doc and her staff had been evacuated.
 
   Thankful that I’d dodged a bullet, I made my way over to one of the first aid stations. I grabbed a kit and opened it on a gurney, sought out the skin replacement tool, and started to apply it over the damaged knuckles of my right hand.
 
   Apart from the deep muscle twinges in my wrist, the only damage I’d received was when I’d punched the wall. I’d managed to shield most of my skin from the blast of the secondary buffer controls.
 
   As for the muscle twinges… there was nothing anyone could do about that.
 
   I needed more compound 78. Sure, I had another week and a half until my fits would start, but did that mean I should live in agony for the next 10 days?
 
   When I’d been a plain old member of the Star Forces and not the resistance’s newest recruit, Omega weapons had been hard to come by. I’d been forced to ration myself. Here, in the belly of this ship, were enough Omega weapons to keep me going for the next 50 years.
 
   As soon as I’d finished applying the quick growth skin to my knuckles, I let my hand drop to my side and let my gaze swivel and lock onto the wall.
 
   There, in the center of this ship, was everything I needed.
 
   I could feel a headache start to prick through my temples. It wouldn’t stop, day or night, until I injected myself with more 78.
 
   … It wouldn’t be hard to get to the Omega weapons. I doubted they’d been removed from the Ra’xon yet, not considering our rather explosive first few hours on this planet. Nobody would have had time to remove such delicate weaponry.
 
   … So I could do it. Right now. When there was no one keeping track of me. I could navigate to the belly of the ship, steal a weapon… or maybe a crate, and synthesize enough 78 to keep me going for the next few years. I could hide it, find some way of explaining the missing crate, and then I’d be fine. For the first time ever, I wouldn’t be wondering where my next dose of 78 would come from.
 
   It was an intoxicating thought. One that saw me push away from the gurney and walk towards the door with a smile on my face.
 
   It’s too dangerous, my mind tried to tell me. But the rest of me started to pick out the sensations of fatigue and damage. The deep twitch in my wrist, the light tingling in my fingers, and that persistent drumming headache that was just starting to drill through my temples.
 
   I clenched my teeth together.
 
   Nathan Shepherd had asked where my hope was. Guarded, that’s where it was. Locked away.
 
   Hope was for fools. Hope was for people who had no idea what they were up against.
 
   Me, I did. In every cruel and excruciating detail, I knew exactly what the Star Forces were going to do to us.
 
   But… no matter the costs, I was going to stop them.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   The Captain stood there, two fingers pressed into her brow, her eyes half closed as she stared at the wall. “We dodged a bullet,” she said in a low mumbling tone that nonetheless carried easily through her ready room.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I have no idea how we didn’t pick up the damage to the life-support systems beforehand. We… dodged a bullet,” she repeated as she let her hands drop and then clasp together in front of her. Briefly she turned to her window. But rather than see the vast expanse of space beyond, she saw nothing more than the pockmarked wall of the hangar bay.
 
   I let her stand there in silence for a few seconds before I cleared my throat. “Captain, what do we do now?”
 
   “Well, I’d tell you to stop calling me captain, but I fear that’s a step too far too soon for you.”
 
   “… There’s something to be said for keeping the chain of command,” I said, measuring my words.
 
   She slowly shifted her head until she looked at me. “How are you adjusting?”
 
   “Haven’t had much time, sir,” I let out a small frustrated laugh, “we’ve been running from disaster to disaster.”
 
   “Disasters, if I’m not wrong, you believe we could have circumvented.”
 
   I pressed my teeth together. My training told me not to answer her question.
 
   My training lost out. I looked at her and nodded evenly. “Yes. I understand that it’s a big deal for the crew that we obtained the Ra’xon and that we finally joined the resistance. But we can’t for a second forget who we’re up against. And we can’t for a second forget that a ship like this needs a disciplined crew.”
 
   Far from rebuking me for my honesty, the Captain nodded. “It’s hard, Nathan,” she admitted, using my first name, “and maybe you’re the only other person on board who could appreciate this, as you’ve commanded your own vessel. But there is a fine line between fostering the hope of your crew and crushing it. We need their goodwill and excitement at having finally joined the resistance. We need it, because it will carry them forward during the hard times. And the hard times will come,” her voice dropped low, “the one thing I can’t afford to lose, maybe more than this ship, is their motivation. It’s a fine balance,” she repeated once more.
 
   I conceded her point with a nod. “I understand, Captain.”
 
   “But?” she questioned perceptively as she shifted her gaze to me. “You can be honest, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   “Alright then. We can’t expect this operation to run smoothly if everybody has their own style of operation. I understand it’s hard for the resistance, I understand they’re undermanned and underpowered. But they don’t look after their equipment. They don’t follow safety protocols. And the security, it’s a goddamn shambles,” I stated boldly.
 
   The Captain shot me a wry smile. “The security chief’s already rubbed you up the wrong way, hasn’t he?”
 
   I chose not to respond to that. “Captain, the damage to the Ra’xon could have been mitigated if the environmental controls in this hangar worked properly. The reason they don’t work properly is not because the resistance doesn’t have the tech to maintain it. It’s because they’re fractured. They’ve lost their training. Some of them have never even been trained,” my voice shook with exasperation as my memory locked onto J’axal and his overbearing arrogance, “and that’s making too many holes. The only reason the Ra’xon is still here, is because Ensign Jenks chose to throw herself off broken scaffolding rather than let this ship die. Everything could have been preventable,” I said, emphasizing everything with a hiss.
 
   At first I thought the Captain would rebuke me. She settled against the desk, her arms crossed. Then she sighed. “I think you’re right. The resistance is fractured. By its very nature it must be fractured. It is made up not just of ex-Star Forces personnel, but every race you can imagine. Everyone with a grievance and an axe to grind has joined us. It’s hard, almost impossible, to knit them all together. Unless, that is,” her gaze swiveled to me, “we have a man like you.”
 
   I wasn’t expecting her comment, and receded, brow crumpling. “Sorry?”
 
   “You have a talent for command, Shepherd. You have a talent for shepherding your crew. Everyone who’s worked under you seems to respect you. You can extract the most from people, and that is a rare gift. One we need.”
 
   I’d started this conversation knowing exactly what I wanted, but now I faltered. It seemed the Captain had been leading me to this point all the time.
 
   She unhooked her long arms and stood, her shadow cutting halfway across the room. “Shepherd, I want you to pull this resistance together. I won’t pretend I haven’t noticed exactly what you have: the resistance needs somebody to unify every disparate group and hold us together.”
 
   “Captain?” I was ashamed to say my voice shook.
 
   She locked her hands on the edge of her desk and leaned forward, gaze unflinching. “Your father has a talent for leading people too.”
 
   I baulked, back stiffening in a snap, a twitch crossing from cheek to cheek.
 
   “But he chooses to keep people together through fear. I’m hoping you have a different style.”
 
   I forced myself to take a breath. “My father,” my voice shook with anger, “is a monster. The only thing I inherited from him was my name.”
 
   The Captain held my gaze. She didn’t say a word. Nor did she blink or look away.
 
   I realized I was being tested. Maybe for the first time, the Captain was allowing herself the opportunity to truly analyze me. After all, I was the son of one of the most decorated admirals in the Star Forces. In her mind, I could be a great asset or a serious liability.
 
   I made no move. Didn’t even swallow. I just waited.
 
   Eventually she straightened up. “We all come to the resistance with different stories,” she counselled, “different motivations, different desires. Nathan Shepherd, I want you to drive us forward. Find some way to take what we are and what we want and make it into the rebellion we need.” With that she nodded at me.
 
   … She couldn’t be serious, could she?
 
   A few hours ago I’d been worried that the resistance would never accept me. Now it seemed that the Captain was unilaterally deciding that I would lead them forward.
 
   I wasn’t equipped for this. Christ, while I’d held command of the Godspeed, it was a relatively small ship, and while it had gone on some pretty critical missions, this was different.
 
   This was saving the entire galaxy.
 
   The Captain did not look away. With her stature and severe countenance, it was like facing a Greek god. I had to use all my will and determination not to recoil.
 
   Finally I forced myself to nod, even though what I wanted to do – what I needed to do – was shake my head and tell her she was crazy. She needed to pick somebody else. Somebody with more of a clue as to how you take a resistance and make it into an attack force.
 
   “There will be many resources to draw on. But you will have to act quickly.”
 
   I looked up as I heard the sense of urgency in her voice. “What is it?”
 
   “The Star Forces are increasing their attacks on the resistance. They are using whatever methods they can to track us down. Somebody interfered with our life-support system,” she added.
 
   “… Wouldn’t that have been the two enforcement officers?”
 
   “Perhaps. Williams doesn’t think it’s likely. She thinks such a task would have been beyond them.”
 
   “So what are you saying, Captain?” My mouth was dry.
 
   “I’m saying we must always be on our toes. I’m saying, that while you must knit the resistance together, you must also flush out its opposition.”
 
   “Spies?” my voice shook.
 
   “We can’t rule anything out. Maybe you’re right, and maybe it was those two enforcement officers who sabotaged our life-support system. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe there are opponents amongst the ranks. Shepherd, do what you can,” she said simply.
 
   Responsibility and dread surged through me at exactly the same time. It felt like I was drowning and burning all at once.
 
   “… What you’re saying is all very well, Captain, but the resistance isn’t the Star Forces. I have no command. Why would anyone follow me?”
 
   “You have the esteem of the Ra’xon’s crew. You have my esteem,” she said directly, “and you seem to have the affections of the Lady Argoza.”
 
   I had to stifle a cough. I also darted my gaze to the side quickly.
 
   “People trust you. Yes, you will have your detractors, but I think you’ll be smart enough to keep them in line. I have every faith in you, Shepherd.”
 
   I wanted to wince, but stopped myself. “So that’s it? I just go out there, bang on a drum, and announce to the rest of the resistance that I’m going to lead them from now on?” my voice broke with shifting disbelief.
 
   “You will not lead the resistance. Our targets will still be decided by the ruling council. But you will be a moral compass. You will assist us to bring together every group under our command, and you will assist us to root out those we cannot trust.”
 
   Now I nodded. I finally understood.
 
   As the commander of the Godspeed, I’d been an intelligence officer. I knew the ropes when it came to investigating people.
 
   Suddenly I recognized the irony of the situation, and I let out a small laugh.
 
   The Captain cocked an eyebrow. “What is it? I wasn’t aware I’d made any jokes.”
 
   “You haven’t, Captain. It’s just I realized that my original mission from the Star Forces was to infiltrate the resistance. Now I’m part of the resistance and I’m looking for infiltrators.”
 
   The Captain conceded my point with a nod. “There was a reason the Star Forces picked you for that mission.”
 
   “Because of my old man?”
 
   “No, because you’re the best.”
 
   I hated hearing that all the time. I frankly did not deserve that accolade. Had I been the one to stop the Ra’xon from exploding and taking out half this planet? No. That was the Chief Engineer and Jenks. Had I been the one to stop the two enforcement officers? No. That had been Williams.
 
   How the hell could I be the best of the best when I kept standing on the sidelines and doing nothing at all?
 
   Maybe the Captain knew what I was thinking because she shook her head. “Give it time, Nathan. You will adjust. Now, I’m due to have a meeting with Lady Argoza and the other council members at the base. We must discuss our next step. I want you to attend the meeting too.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “That will be all, Shepherd.”
 
   “Actually, there is one more thing. I want access to the Ra’xon’s databases.”
 
   The Captain looked at me impassively. “Why?”
 
   I swallowed. I couldn’t come out and tell the Captain I wanted to look up Jenks. That would sound exactly like I was a stalker. I had another reason though. “Captain, I don’t know if you know much about why the Enforcement Unit was after me, but…” I briefly told her my story, proud that I kept myself together, even when I mentioned the death of my best friend.
 
   She shook her head. “I was not aware of the exact details. Even Commander F’val did not appear to know. Thank you for sharing your story with me though. This dig in the Mari Sector could prove to be valuable intelligence.”
 
   “What do you think the Star Forces are up to?” I couldn’t control my tone. Just remembering what they’d done to Weatherby made my hackles rise.
 
   She shook her head. “This I don’t know. We should raise it at the meeting. One thing seems to be obvious though – whatever’s in the Mari Sector, Star Forces are desperate to gain control of it.”
 
   “… So we can do something about it?”
 
   “We’ll raise it with the Council. If it is considered valuable enough, they will accept it as a target. You have full use of the Ra’xon’s databases. See what information you can uncover. The meeting’s in 20.”
 
   I took a step back and saluted. I didn’t have to anymore, but I could hardly tell my limbs to stop. They seemed to have a mind of their own.
 
   I turned sharply on my boot and walked out of the room, thoughts filling with multiple questions.
 
   Now the imminent danger to the Ra’xon had been addressed, I had enough time to let my thoughts return to Weatherby and that mysterious archaeological dig.
 
   I hadn’t forgotten about it. Not for a second. It was the whole goddamn reason I was here, after all.
 
   If the Captain was right, and I somehow held her esteem and the esteem of the other ex-Star Forces crew in the resistance, then maybe, just maybe I would be able to use my influence to setup a mission to the Mari Sector.
 
   A mission I had every intention of joining.
 
   First, I had a pressing question.
 
   I walked back to my room. Call it instinct, call it the desire to be alone in a space I could trust just for a few short minutes.
 
   As soon as the doors closed behind me, I marched up to my workstation. “Computer, I want a full personnel report on all current members of the Ra’xon’s crew. I also want all information relating to the following message,” I typed something quickly into the console before me.
 
   A few hover panels blinked into existence above my workstation, their bright blue and white light spilling out through the semi-darkened room.
 
   I pushed two fingers under my tight collar, shifting the fabric around, trying to make it comfortable against my neck.
 
   … I could just take it off though, couldn’t I? There was no way this stiff, starched Star Forces uniform would ever be comfortable. It wasn’t meant to be comfortable. It was meant to be severe.
 
   But I could just as easily ditch it for a comfortable set of civilian clothes.
 
   Briefly I considered that option, letting my gaze slice towards the cupboard at the far end of the room.
 
   I soon shook my head though.
 
   I don’t know why, but I wanted to keep my uniform on for now. Maybe I wanted to draw on whatever power was left from my command, or maybe I couldn’t part with what this uniform meant just yet. What it truly meant. Not blind loyalty to the Star Forces, but membership of a group that was meant to protect the galaxy.
 
   A fact I held onto as I let my gaze dart over the personnel files streaming over the holo-screen.
 
   Technically what I was doing wasn’t that strange. The Captain had told me to search for spies, after all.
 
   As soon as I reached Jenks’ file, I paused and read the whole thing.
 
   She graduated from the Academy a few years ago, and she had an exemplary record. The only item of note was that she had a so-called difficult personality. Most of her superiors had always found her distant, and as for her roommates, it seemed she’d never gotten on with any of them.
 
   It mentioned nothing about her single-handedly saving the ship on any occasion, but maybe Jenks had never had a chance to shine before now.
 
   I grew more and more frustrated as I read her file. It wasn’t telling me anything I wanted to know.
 
   I wanted to know why she was like she was. There had to be a story there. I was sure of it.
 
   I’d already set the computer to remind me of the meeting, and it now gave a soft blip to indicate that I only had 10 minutes left.
 
   I gave another frustrated sigh and shifted close to my workbench, locking my hands on the edge and letting my fingers drum across the toughened metal glass. “Show me Jenks’ psychological assessment,” I snapped at the computer.
 
   The assessment blinked up onto the screen. I scanned it, letting out another groan of frustration.
 
   None of this was helping.
 
   Then again, what exactly was I looking for? Did I honestly think that somewhere buried in Jenks’ Star Forces file would be the reason for her current state? The Star Forces didn’t exactly collect sob stories. They kept whatever information they thought was necessary to keep a crew member performing at peak efficiency.
 
   Still, I stowed away what facts I learnt. Which Academy she’d gone to, what sector she’d been born in, even her grades.
 
   Who knew, it could all come in handy one day.
 
   Then I reluctantly turned my attention to the message.
 
   The Ra’xon should have had a complete copy of my conversation with Lieutenant Hargrove.
 
   It didn’t.
 
   It had been deleted.
 
   Every trace of it had been deleted. Owing to the significance of the message, I remembered the exact day and time I’d received it. And plugging those details into the Ra’xon did suggest that I had indeed received a communication at the nominated time and date. But the communication itself and almost all traces of it had been removed from the Ra’xon’s database.
 
   I supposed that meant that the two enforcement officers who’d been aboard the Ra’xon had done it, right?
 
   I frowned at that. I don’t know why. It just didn’t seem right.
 
   Something wasn’t fitting together.
 
   I took a step back, clutched a hand onto my jaw, and let my eyes narrow at the information slowly scrolling over the holo-screen.
 
   “You have approximately six minutes to make it to the allotted meeting,” the computer informed me.
 
   I didn’t respond, instead I clenched my teeth together and shifted my jaw from side-to-side. “Computer, draw up all information on archaeological sites of interest in the Mari Sector.”
 
   “There are no sites of archaeological interest in the Mari Sector,” the computer stated immediately.
 
   “What, in the entire sector? Doesn’t it have at least 10 planets and, oh, about 13 moons?”
 
   “The Mari Sector has nine planets and 14 moons,” the computer corrected me.
 
   “You’re saying that none of them have any archaeological significance? The Mari Sector is in a known transport route, one that’s been used for eons. How could there be nothing of significance whatsoever in the entire sector?”
 
   “There are no known archaeological sites of interest in the Mari Sector,” the computer repeated.
 
   Arguing with it was like arguing with the wall.
 
   I spread my lips stiffly over my teeth. But I sure as hell wasn’t smiling.
 
   “Does the Ra’xon still have a doomsday drive?”
 
   “Yes. The doomsday drive can only be accessed by the Captain or anyone elevated to that command.”
 
   I nodded. “When was the doomsday device last updated?”
 
   “When the Ra’xon last had a refit. Approximately 3 years and 42 days ago.”
 
   I smiled, lips spreading easily over my teeth. “And you’re absolutely sure that device has not been touched since then?”
 
   “Doomsday devices cannot be touched, altered, or updated outside of scheduled maintenance.”
 
   “No they can’t,” I agreed.
 
   This was it. This could help me find out exactly what was going on in the Mari Sector.
 
   Doomsday devices weren’t weapons. They were hard drives equipped to be read with even the most simple of technology. They were there in case the worst occurred – civilization as we knew it crumbled. Every flagship of the fleet and even some of the smaller heavy cruisers were equipped with them. Theoretically, even if the Star Forces and the Alliance crumbled, as long as you had at least one of these doomsday drives, you could access the knowledge you would need to restart civilization.
 
   They weren’t updated with every new finding and every new invention. When it came to updating doomsday devices, you did so carefully and only with the utmost attention. If you updated them along with the other hard drives on your ship, you could introduce instabilities or accidentally corrupt the files. The last thing you wanted was for civilization to end and to access a doomsday device only to find a bad write had wiped off all your data.
 
   You also had to be careful not to introduce file corruptions or viruses.
 
   So when it came to updating doomsday devices, they were isolated from the rest of the ship’s mainframe. When the ship came in for serious repairs, a new database would be written, saved on a specialized hard drive, and inserted into the belly of the ship.
 
   Most crew forgot about them. They seemed like a waste of time and space. To your average grunt, the idea that civilization could one day end was a ridiculous fantasy. You could hate what the Star Forces were doing, but at the very least they were keeping the peace. There hadn’t been an existential threat to the galaxy in living memory.
 
   But fortunately for me, doomsday devices still existed. And unfortunately for the Star Forces, there was one on the Ra’xon. As only the strongest ships in the fleet held them, the Star Forces would probably have never worried about one falling into the hands of the resistance.
 
   I had every intention of digging into the Ra’xon’s doomsday drives to find out what it knew about the Mari Sector. The information on that device could not have been updated or wiped by the Enforcement Unit. By now it was bloody clear that they’d altered the galactic wide databases to remove any mention of archaeological sites in the Mari Sector, but I was confident I could find something on the doomsday device.
 
   Happy with my small success, I turned and headed out the door.
 
   I couldn’t be late for my meeting.
 
   Now the Ra’xon was in dry dock and there were no more pending explosions, she’d be safe without me.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   Now I’d got the idea in my head, I couldn’t get rid of it.
 
   It was unsafe, but I just didn’t care.
 
   I wanted to get to those Omega weapons. I wanted to synthesize as much compound 78 as I could so that I could… so that I could just feel safe. Even if it was only for a while.
 
   Considering most of the crew had emptied from the Ra’xon, this shouldn’t be hard.
 
   What with the fact they’d just dodged an explosion, most of them were too euphoric to notice anything anyway.
 
   It wasn’t hard to find a corridor that was empty.
 
   Ensuring I was completely alone, in a smooth move I whipped off the access panel beside me, ducked inside an access tunnel, and closed the panel with nothing but a flick of my finger.
 
   Now I was inside the tunnel, I was committed. No turning back.
 
   I started crawling forward, fingers and knees indenting against the tough metal grating. Why they’d never bothered to line these cramped tunnels with a softer substance, I didn’t know. The Star Forces, it seemed, were happy to make their crew go through every pain, even if they could have mitigated it easily in the design and fit out.
 
   I clenched my teeth together.
 
   I pushed forward.
 
   I crawled faster and faster, mind set on my task, all other thoughts pushed from my consciousness.
 
   I was exquisitely aware of the pain picking up through my body. The niggling aches, the driving headache.
 
   I hated it all. I just wanted, just needed to feel normal, if only for a few more hours.
 
   I already knew my way through the labyrinthine access tunnels to the target room.
 
   I also knew it would be guarded. Not by people – considering most of the Ra’xon had been evacuated due to the problem with life-support. But there would be sensors running automatically, and they would alert the Captain if anyone went near the Omega weapons.
 
   I had no intention of using the front door though.
 
   I’d already studied the blueprints of the access system on the Ra’xon. Even if they weren’t accurate, I was confident they gave me enough of a picture to make my own path, as it were.
 
   I stopped suddenly, pressing a hand against a wall, half closing my eyes and pressing my teeth hard into my lip.
 
   Then I did it, whipped my hand back, light exploding over my forearm, the wall beside my fingertips suddenly buckling.
 
   It took barely any effort at all.
 
   I pulled off a massive section of wall, with as much effort as an ordinary human folding a leaf of paper in a book.
 
   The section of wall I had opened led to a structural bulkhead. Beyond that structural bulkhead was the room.
 
   The Ra’xon was a massive ship, and considering the speeds she was designed to travel at, ensuring the integrity of the hull was a serious business. There were massive reinforced struts in strategic positions throughout the ship. Some of them were up to 20 meters thick.
 
   The one in front of me, if my quick study of the blueprints was anything to go by, was only a meter and a half thick.
 
   Still, a meter and a half of some of the hardest substances known in the galaxy, was not something to dismiss.
 
   I let both implants activate now, light spreading down in pulses until organized tracks of illumination played down each of my fingers.
 
   I conducted both hands towards the wall of metal before me. I twisted my palms together, and the metal twisted with me. A circle large enough for me to crawl through was gouged right out of the center of the wall.
 
   I didn’t uncork the metal and tug it towards me. Instead I pushed it back, into the cargo room.
 
   I was relatively sure the cargo room was not hermetically sealed. If it was, I would blow out a couple of vents by forcing a cork of metal into the room which would displace a significant volume of air.
 
   Finally I punched my way through to the other side.
 
   There was an enormous clattering as some of the crates in the room were pushed over because a massive disc of metal suddenly slammed into them.
 
   Hopefully it wouldn’t be enough to alert the sensors. Hopefully the Captain had only chosen to hook the sensors up over the doorway, naively believing that it was the only entry to the room.
 
   I crawled through the tunnel I'd just created. It was blisteringly hot, but I didn’t notice – I used my power to protect myself from the heat.
 
   I entered the room.
 
   My heart was beating so hard and fast it felt as if it would tear from my chest and ricochet around the room.
 
   As soon as I locked my gaze on those crates, I shivered. The move was so terribly fast it felt as if it would push me into light speed.
 
   I even staggered forward, reaching out to the first crate I could. It had toppled, overturning on its side, a few of the Omega guns spreading out on the floor.
 
   I skidded to my knees and grabbed one up. As soon as I pressed it into my chest, I stopped shivering.
 
   I let my eyes shift back, and I breathed.
 
   I breathed.
 
   When the relief passed, I reached behind me and grabbed at the matter synthesizer kit strapped to my back.
 
   With trembling hands, I opened it, and started the process of synthesizing compound 78.
 
   I worked quickly, removing the antimatter from a whole crate of guns.
 
   When I was finished, as an afterthought, I conducted all the other crates in the room until they were neatly piled up along one of the walls once more.
 
   Then I sat there on my haunches, staring around me, aware of the sweat trickling down my brow.
 
   I wasn’t out of breath, just relieved. Soul crushingly relieved.
 
   I even let a few tears trickle down my cheeks.
 
   I’d brought a small med kit with me, and with shaking hands I prepared a dose of compound 78.
 
   I knelt there, electro needle hovering over the center of my chest, eyes blank as I stared around the room at all of those boxes. At all of that salvation. This could be it, couldn’t it? The future I’d been looking for? If I could hold onto the Omega weapons… I could feel normal.
 
   With that thought, I squeezed a few remaining tears from my eyes as I shut them tightly, then stabbed myself in the chest with the electro needle.
 
   As soon as the compound 78 released into my bloodstream, I pitched backwards, head slamming against the floor, body convulsing.
 
   It took almost a minute for the fit to pass, then blessed relief washed in. It felt as if I’d been carried away in the arms of angels. I lay there and breathed, every lungful of air sweeter than the next.
 
   Until finally, finally I could pull myself up.
 
   I had to get out of here, take all the compound 78 I’d synthesized, mop up the scene, and make it back to my quarters before anyone started looking for me.
 
   Removing the evidence would be tricky. I didn’t want to drag all those Omega weapons and an empty crate around. I couldn’t leave them here, either. If the Captain walked in to find this mess, it wouldn’t take long for her to realize she had another telekinetic warrior on board.
 
   My only option was to completely destroy the evidence.
 
   I couldn’t obliterate the matter of the guns. I wasn’t that powerful. Nor could I risk burying them somewhere in a structural support.
 
   There was another option, though.
 
   I stood back, movements smooth, body completely under my control again.
 
   With a smile, I flicked my hair over my ears, then I spread my hands wide.
 
   I gathered all the empty gun casings and the crate together.
 
   Then I started to push them closer together. And closer together. And closer together.
 
   I let power push out from my implants, until they emitted enough light to rival the sun.
 
   I concentrated on condensing the guns and crate into a smaller and smaller point.
 
   It generated enormous heat, toxic gases, and other byproducts. 
 
   But I could protect myself and the rest of the room from them easily.
 
   I just concentrated.
 
   I concentrated until what had been a crate was now nothing more than a small lump of metal.
 
   I released my concentration, letting my fingers drop as I took a step backwards.
 
   I breathed.
 
   I waited until the vents in the room dealt with the byproducts of the process. I would need to empty the vent filters when I got to the corridor, in order to leave no trace of what I had done. This was easy. 
 
   Especially now… after my dose of precious 78.
 
   I checked that the rest of the crates were neatly stacked, then I walked towards the tunnel I’d punched through the wall.
 
   I was sure the Captain and the rest of the resistance would simply assume that they’d miscounted how many crates were in the cargo bay.
 
   Hopefully they could not even begin to imagine what I’d just done.
 
   I crawled through my tunnel until I reached the access shaft outside. Then I repaired the damage I’d made to the structural supports of the room and corridor.
 
   Now it was only a matter of cleaning out those vent filters.
 
   Oh, and disposing of the small lump that was left of the Omega weapons.
 
   I had it in my hand.
 
   It would not be hard to find a place to stash it.
 
   I smiled. For the first time in what felt like weeks, a genuine grin spread my lips.
 
   I even let out the softest and lightest of laughs.
 
   This was it, the beginning of my life. A normal life.
 
   A normal life.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   The meeting went about as well as could be expected.
 
   It seemed that the Captain had given me an impossible task.
 
   Pull together the disparate groups of the resistance? She might as well have told me to turn the universe on its head.
 
   Sure, Lady Argoza seemed to trust me, and with a few exceptions, all the ex-Star Forces members were amenable to my views.
 
   Everyone else, however, saw me as nothing more than a military fly boy who was trying to impose my will.
 
   J’axal was number one amongst my detractors. As soon as I’d mentioned my intel on the Mari Sector, he’d thrown up 1001 reasons why it was useless. To him, we couldn’t allow ourselves to be distracted. We had to keep hitting military targets until the Star Forces finally realized who and what it was dealing with.
 
   The guy might belong to a clan of warriors, but he sure as hell didn’t think like one.
 
   The Star Forces already knew exactly what they were dealing with. We didn’t have to prove how tough we were. This wasn’t a game of posturing. If we wanted to defeat the Alliance, we had to undermine their power. And if they were willing to go to such great lengths to hide whatever was happening in the Mari Sector, I could guarantee it was either a threat to the Alliance, or it was a potential source of power. Incredible power.
 
   I walked away from that meeting about as angry as I could be.
 
   I could see the raw potential of the resistance. We had the Ra’xon, after all. But it wasn’t going to be enough, was it?
 
   There were too many groups who wanted to do different things.
 
   They were pulling each and every way.
 
   The potential of the resistance would never be realized and neither would its true threat to the Alliance, because too many people wanted to do it their way.
 
   I pumped my left fist in and out, feeling the tension snap up the muscles of my arm and into my shoulder.
 
   The Captain had told me it was time to turn in. Though the Ra’xon was going to be retrofitted for the resistance, her crew was still quartered there.
 
   Which was good. My cabin was about the only steady and familiar thing right now.
 
   The damage to the life-support system had been rectified. And the Chief Engineer had promised that she was going to go through the ship centimeter by centimeter to look for any more sabotage. She’d also promised me privately that she was going to shake down the resistance. Part of the calamity with the life-support system had occurred because this base and its environmental controls were not properly maintained.
 
   I let my gaze slice around the hangar bay as I remembered that.
 
   Protocols were in place for a reason, and the resistance needed to start following them.
 
   As if to prove my point, I watched two resistance members trying to move a small hover device designed to shift cargo around.
 
   Either the controls weren’t responding correctly, or it was user error, but they ended up crashing it into the side of the wall.
 
   The floor underneath my feet jolted, and I opened my mouth, ready to shout at them.
 
   I didn’t get the chance.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I saw none other than Ensign Jenks. She powered towards me.
 
   “Watch out.” Jenks slammed into my side. She felt like a battering ram, and knocked me out of the way easily.
 
   Before I could protest, I watched a section of scaffolding tear away from the wall and slam down to where I’d been standing. The metal struts popped out of the joints and scattered across the floor.
 
   Jenks had shunted me onto my side, and I watched in pale-faced fright as I realized that scaffolding would undoubtedly have killed me.
 
   Without saying a word, she leaned down and reached a hand out to me. “You okay?”
 
   I accepted her hand and let her pull me up. For a second there, we came face-to-face, eye-to-eye.
 
   That second seemed to spread on and on. Somehow, I picked up every detail of her face. That special hue of her eyes, the fine frown lines around her lips, the pale touch to her cheeks.
 
   “You okay?” she asked again, taking an automatic step away from me to reinstate her personal space.
 
   It took me a moment, but I forced a nod. “Sure, thanks to you.”
 
   She gave a brief nod, then turned to walk away.
 
   I suddenly remembered that our last interaction hadn’t gone well.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Jenks, sorry… I keep prying into your history,” I said, not knowing what I would say until it clumsily fell from my lips.
 
   Strangely enough, this got her to stop. She half turned over her shoulder, locking her wary gaze on me.
 
   She didn’t say anything, and I quickly realized she wanted me to make the next move.
 
   I patted my hands along my trousers, trying to dislodge the sweat that had suddenly built between my fingers.
 
   Before I could say anything, a few resistance members ran up to us to check that we were okay.
 
   As I tersely told them to take better care of their equipment, I saw Jenks slip away.
 
   This time I wasn’t gonna let her go.
 
   I ran across the floor of the hangar bay to catch up with her.
 
   I watched her stiffen as I neared.
 
   “Wait up, I just realized I haven’t checked on you since the life-support incident. How’s your hand?”
 
   I thought she’d continue walking and ignore me. But she didn’t. She turned around and revealed her right hand. She pumped it into a fist, then let the fingers loosen. “It’s fine.”
 
   I nodded, mouth dry for some reason. I pushed my mind into the frantic task of coming up with a question – anything to make her stay.
 
   I saw her expression become suspicious, and it was clear she could see what I was doing.
 
   She began to turn.
 
   “The reason I keep harping on about your history, Jenks, is I’ve been there,” I said frankly.
 
   It wasn’t the tack I’d been intending to follow, but the words jolted out of my mouth.
 
   She looked confused for a moment. “Sorry?”
 
   “You may not know this, but my father… my father is Admiral Shepherd.”
 
   She didn’t walk away, though. She frowned, gaze locking on me.
 
   “For years,” I suddenly dropped her gaze, “for years I knew what kind of man he was. I knew what kind of a ship he ran. But I… I pushed it out of my mind. I told myself the Star Forces was everything. We kept the galaxy safe, no matter the costs. But slowly, in the back of my mind, it always ate away at me.” I wasn’t saying exactly what I wanted to. I wanted to describe my situation in its entirety. What it was like to be the son of Admiral Shepherd, what it was like to follow the life I had, the pressure, the expectation. But it wasn’t coming out right. It sounded flat. It sounded like I was simply complaining about having grown up in an extremely privileged family. When it had come to joining the Academy, there’d been no question, and there’d been no test. I’d been accepted with open arms.
 
   And even when I’d stuffed up, and I had, it had always been brushed away.
 
   Because I was the son of Admiral Shepherd.
 
   It didn’t matter what I did; it didn’t matter what I achieved; it didn’t matter delete what I believed – I would always be the son of Admiral Shepherd.
 
   But how could I convey that to her without sounding like I was complaining about a scratch while she clearly had a deep wound driven right through her heart?
 
   I started to flounder.
 
   She didn’t walk away.
 
   She didn’t make eye contact either. She fixed her gaze over my shoulder, and there was an unquestionably sad edge to it. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me, sir.”
 
   “But I want to,” I blurted out.
 
   I was never this honest. Never. With anyone. My life had taught me to keep this truth close to my chest. So why was it spilling out now? “All I’m trying to say, is I’m not what you think I am,” I said through a dry mouth. “All I’m trying to say is I won’t judge you, Jenks. You may think you know who I am because I’m the son of Admiral Shepherd,” my voice broke, “but you don’t. Whatever the Star Forces have done to you, whatever has pushed you to this point, let me try to understand it. Give me a chance.”
 
   I honestly thought she would walk away.
 
   She didn’t.
 
   She kept standing there. Only a meter from my side, gaze still locked with a lost dead quality as she stared at the far-off wall.
 
   I found myself swallowing. “Jenks?” I said in a shaking tone.
 
   “You really want to know my history?” she asked. She was speaking quietly, but that did not hide the emotion in her words.
 
   The electric, raw emotion that punched right through my mind and stabbed into my heart. “Yes. I do.”
 
   She opened her mouth, and expectation raced down my back forming a pit of nerves deep in my gut.
 
   I waited, watching as her gaze became steadily more distracted until finally she swept her gaze across to me.
 
   “Nathan,” someone suddenly called my name.
 
   I’d been so invested in what Jenks was about to say, that I jolted with surprise, not expecting an interruption.
 
   I turned sharply on my foot to see Williams hurrying towards me. Her face was pale and drawn.
 
   “Maybe some other time,” Jenks said. She turned from me and walked away quickly.
 
   I wanted to punch out a hand, grab her arm, and stop her, but I didn’t have time.
 
   Williams reached me. She was out of breath. Not from the short run across the hangar – it was clear something had terrified her.
 
   My brow compressed low against my eyes. “What is it?” I asked, fear punching through my tone.
 
   “You’ve got to come see the Captain.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just come see the Captain. Something’s happened.”
 
   I nodded, feeling sick as I followed her back aboard the Ra’xon.
 
   There would be no rest now. It seemed that my life would forever be tugged from danger to danger.
 
   Danger to danger.
 
   …
 
   Dig site, Mari Sector
 
   They’d made no progress.
 
   Killing the dig team and erasing all traces of them had been relatively easy.
 
   Penetrating the wall, however, was proving to be impossible.
 
   They had the best minds of the Miracle working on it, but nobody could find a solution.
 
   It seemed the Alliance simply didn’t have the power to penetrate that metal veil.
 
   But they had a plan.
 
   It would involve recalling an asset, but it would be worth it.
 
   They knew the treasures that waited for them beyond that doorway.
 
   They’d encountered technology like this before, just fragments. They’d never seen anything like this, on such a grand and almost impossible scale.
 
   It whet their appetites.
 
   They wanted more. No – demanded it.
 
   An entire contingent of the most elite unit of the Alliance Central Command guarded the dig site while scientists from the Miracle toiled.
 
   I was on the floor of the cavern, looking up, large scaly hands clasped behind my back.
 
   I could feel it. Beyond the wall. The power.
 
   It reacted with my implants.
 
   I let a slow smile spread across my lips. I’d been standing here staring at that wall for god knows how long. The minutes slipped away from me as I considered the future.
 
   This would change everything.
 
   If only we could get inside.
 
   Professor Axis himself, the father of the modern galaxy, had been diverted to this dig site. Which accentuated how important the Central Command believed it to be. Axis was their treasure. Their alchemical genius. A man who could take anything – the roughest recruit with only the rawest potential for telekinetic abilities – and craft them into a warrior.
 
   The old man was pushing 222, his face now wizened, his grey hair a wild clump around his head. He looked like the archetype of the mad scientist. But if there was one thing Axis wasn’t – it was insane. All traces of eccentricity had been carefully eliminated from his character. He was reason embodied. Cold hard reason.
 
   He walked up to me, footfall slow and measured as his head turned towards the wall.
 
   I too let my gaze slice towards it. It had an uncanny ability to draw you to it.
 
   “All my attempts are failing,” Axis admitted. “We must default to my final plan.”
 
   “Do you think it will work?” I asked objectively.
 
   “With further training and advancements, yes. It is our only option. You managed to shift the wall if only for a second, Commander. You are the second most powerful creation I have ever managed to produce. She will be able to go further than you.”
 
   I brought one of my hands up and turned it over slowly. I had two telekinetic implants lodged in my wrists, two more inserted into the space between my thumbs and fingers, and three embedded up each arm. “But the door repaired my damage quickly.”
 
   That massive wall of metal was not dead. Somehow it responded to damage. Healed it like a body might heal over a scratch.
 
   “If we are to open the door, we must apply immense pressure across its entire surface evenly.” Axis observed.
 
   We’d already tried explosives. Directed pulse weapons. Everything in our arsenals. None of it worked. It was also very dangerous. This moon was unstable, not just geologically, but spatially. If one were not careful with the weaponry they used, they could accidentally trigger a spatial event, and that wall and everything behind it would be sucked into a black hole.
 
   “So you want me to go ahead as planned and retrieve her?”
 
   Professor Axis nodded slowly. There was a glitter in the old man’s eyes.
 
   Greed. But not ordinary greed. Not the greed of a simple man, but that of one who possessed the sharpest intellect in the galaxy. One filled by pure unmitigated reason.
 
   Of all the universal forces I had ever encountered, there was none as powerful as that.
 
   “It’s time you bring her back,” Axis concurred as he shifted his head from me and appeared to pay complete attention to the wall once more. “I had so hoped that she would destroy the resistance for us. But perhaps another time.”
 
   “Another time,” I conceded. Then I took a step backwards. I tried to keep my attention locked on Axis, but it wouldn’t work. My mind was drawn towards the wall, and a few seconds later, it pulled my eyes towards it again.
 
   I’d seen some of the greatest wonders in this galaxy. I was privy to secrets few others were. I knew the truth of some of the greatest mysteries in history.
 
   I was not a stranger to wonder.
 
   But this… was different. This was….
 
   “Go and retrieve my child,” Axis repeated. “There is work for her to do.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
    “What?” My face paled as I stared at the Captain.
 
   “There is a spy on board. There has to be,” she said. It was telling that her voice broke – she was such a strong woman and not given to emotion.
 
   The Chief Engineer and Williams were in the room. I’d never seen the Chief look so lost. That was nothing compared to the sheer shock playing through Williams’ gaze though.
 
   “I can’t believe they took one of our crates. It took so long to gather that much Omega weaponry. Without it…” she trailed off.
 
   The Captain brought up a hand. “We know how much the telekinetic warriors of the resistance need those Omega weapons. Don’t worry, Lieutenant, we will find that crate.” She levelled her gaze at the Chief.
 
   The Chief didn’t react. Not at first. Instead she locked one of her many hands on her mouth and drummed the fingers hard into her flesh.
 
   “Chief?” Williams demanded with a searching tone.
 
   Finally the Chief reacted. She dropped her hand and took in a stuttering breath. “I can’t even begin to imagine how that crate was stolen. If we hadn’t taken such meticulous care in organizing those weapons, I’d almost assume that we miscounted. But we didn’t,” her voice shook. “We didn’t. And somebody, without our knowledge, and defying our sensors, managed to get into that room and steal an entire crate. I have no idea how they did it. There isn’t even room in one of those service tunnels to drag a crate. The only reason we got all those Omega weapons in there in the first place is because I used a specialized transport procedure.”
 
   “Well, couldn’t our spy have done the same?” I asked.
 
   The Chief shook her head, the move so quick it looked as if it would tear her head free from her neck. “No. That would leave traces. Distinctive traces. Evidence we could track. And I scanned – trust me, Shepherd – I’ve scanned. There is no evidence whatsoever that anyone transported one of those crates out. Plus, if they could have somehow got past my defenses they would have stolen more than one.”
 
   Silence met her comment.
 
   “Then what are we dealing with here?” the Captain asked, doing a good job of controlling her stress, even though I could see fracture lines cracking up the side of her mouth.
 
   “I… I have no friggin’ idea,” the Chief admitted. “But somehow someone got in there and stole a whole box of weapons.”
 
   She let that statement settle. It felt like it was an anchor dragging across the floor.
 
   I arched my neck, realizing my muscles were so tight they could have twanged. Resting a hand on my trapezius, I took a stiff breath. “Why would someone only steal one crate of Omega weaponry? If they were planning to take on the resistance, surely they would take all of them.”
 
   Williams made a soft sound.
 
   I turned to face her.
 
   Her brow was crumpled, gaze locked on the wall.
 
   “You suspect it’s telekinetic warriors, don’t you?” the Captain said.
 
   Williams slowly nodded her head. “It makes sense. If they only stole one crate. It makes more sense to think that they’re not after the weapons, but they’re after the antimatter to synthesize more compound 78.”
 
   I stared at Williams.
 
   I had no idea what to say.
 
   I was out of my depth.
 
   The Captain cleared her throat. “We need to find out who has stolen those weapons. And if it is a telekinetic warrior, we need to identify them. Immediately. It makes sense to assume that they had a hand in sabotaging the Ra’xon’s life-support. I will not allow them to do more damage,” she proclaimed as she stabbed a stiff finger at her desk.
 
   I nodded, purely out of habit. I had no idea how to follow through with her order.
 
   “Chief,” the Captain growled, “I want you to scour this ship, from end to end, and the rest of the base too – I want you to find that crate. We will retrieve those weapons, if we can.”
 
   Now the Captain shifted her gaze to me.
 
   I swallowed.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, I want you to find our spy.” She held my gaze.
 
   At least in the Star Forces, I thought bitterly, you got some shakedown time. In the resistance, you went through emergency after emergency.
 
   “Dismissed,” the Captain said through a rattling breath.
 
   I turned on my heel and marched out of the room.
 
   First sabotage, now a spy who was very likely a telekinetic warrior.
 
   What next?
 
   What horrors would the galaxy throw at me next?
 
   As I shivered, I realized I would just have to wait to find out.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   Something was happening to me.
 
   Something awful.
 
   It had been several days since my last fix.
 
   I was already starting to shiver. I could already feel the tingling in my fingers.
 
   I didn’t understand.
 
   I’d always had three weeks grace in the past.
 
   Now that window had closed.
 
   I was desperate.
 
   And I had to keep it to myself.
 
   Though we didn’t have defined duty shifts now we were with the resistance, the Chief seemed fond of me, and was requesting I complete tasks whenever I could.
 
   At least it took my mind off the horror.
 
   At this rate, the compound 78 I’d synthesized would barely last several months. And if my symptoms continued to worsen….
 
   I didn’t know what to do.
 
   What was worse – I hadn’t been nearly as careful as I thought.
 
   The resistance now knew that somebody had stolen one of their crates of Omega weaponry. And everyone was determined to flush out the traitor.
 
   They were calling them a spy. A spy for the Star Forces.
 
   If only they knew the truth.
 
   I was working in an isolated corridor. Though I had a complex task to complete, every few seconds I would pull up a hand and stare at it.
 
   It was so weak.
 
   I was so weak.
 
   This wasn’t fair.
 
   This wasn’t fair.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   It had been several days now. No luck. No spy had been uncovered.
 
   I was no closer to finding out who in our ranks had sabotaged our ship and stolen that crate of weapons.
 
   As far as I was concerned, everyone was a target. But I had to admit that my suspicions mostly lay with the other members of the resistance.
 
   I didn’t trust them, J’axal especially.
 
   My personal theory was that the enforcement officers had damaged life-support, and that someone else – a spy amongst the resistance – had stolen the Omega weapons.
 
   I couldn’t imagine a member of the Ra’xon’s crew doing it.
 
   We were too disciplined, too devoted to the vessel.
 
   Maybe I was allowing preconceived notions to get in the way of my investigation, but I couldn’t brush them aside either.
 
   And anyway, it didn’t matter.
 
   Despite the Chief’s continued attempts, we had absolutely no idea who’d stolen the weaponry or how they’d done it.
 
   There was simply no evidence.
 
   Just the fact that the crate was gone.
 
   I was kept busy. Too busy. I barely had the time to stop and breathe.
 
   But I saw her occasionally.
 
   Jenks.
 
   Only briefly though. She’d been about to open up to me just after she’d saved me from that scaffolding.
 
   I knew it.
 
   And I yearned for the opportunity to ask her again.
 
   An opportunity that would not come. The Chief was keeping her busy too.
 
   Still, I was determined to find a way.
 
   In fact, I’d found myself with a few spare minutes, and I was now scouring the Ra’xon trying to find her.
 
   That’s when my command PIP beeped. “You there?” the Chief asked.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Come to engineering. Now,” she snapped.
 
   I raised an eyebrow, but didn’t protest.
 
   I turned sharply on my foot and headed to engineering.
 
   When I walked in the doors, I found her in her office. She was bent double over a workbench, staring at something in a containment field.
 
   I walked right up to her, gaze slicing towards what looked like an innocuous lump of metal.
 
   Finally she acknowledged my presence with a grunt. “Here it is, Lieutenant Commander.” She gestured to the lump of metal.
 
   “What am I looking at?” Brow crumpled, I looked up at the Chief Engineer.
 
   She blinked all three of her eyes and tilted her head to the side. “Have you lost your powers of observation, Lieutenant Commander? It’s clearly a lump of metal.”
 
   I shot her an irritated look. “Thanks for pointing that out. Seriously, though, why did you pull me all the way out here just to have me look at a lump of metal?”
 
   “Because this is no ordinary lump of metal,” her voice dropped ominously.
 
   I felt a chill feeling racing up and down my back. My brow crumpled even further until it was hard to see. “What are you talking about?” there was a kick of nerves in my voice.
 
   I watched the Chief latch three of her hands onto the edge of the bench. I also saw her swallow expressively. “This is what’s left of our missing Omega weapons.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “This,” she pointed two hands at the lump, “is what’s left when you take 20 Omega weapons, remove their antimatter drives, and compress the rest of the metal.”
 
   I shook my head, clearly not understanding. “Compress the metal? You mean someone… what, melted the metal down?”
 
   “Did I say that? No, I clearly said compress. This,” she pointed to the lump of metal again, and for the first time I saw that one of her hands was trembling, “Lieutenant Commander, is what happens when you take this much metal,” she spread her hands wide to indicate roughly the size of one of the missing crates, “and you apply enough gravitational force to it – you reduce it to that.” She pointed at the lump, the fingers of one hand so stiff it looked as if they would fracture.
 
   It was my turn to swallow hard. I shifted back from her, face stiff with confusion. “That’s impossible.”
 
   “Impossible? No. You apply enough pressure to something at the subatomic level, and you can compress something as big as a box of Omega weapons into something that would fit into the palm of your hand. Sure, it would require an astounding amount of heat, and would produce a massive amount of energy, it would also release a heck of a lot of gas and waste materials. But it isn’t impossible, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   “What are you saying?” I cut to the point.
 
   “Well, it’s a first for me, I’ll admit, but I have no idea what I’m saying. All I know is that that,” she pointed at the lump of metal once more, “is our missing weapons. All of them. Minus the antimatter drives,” she repeated again.
 
   “You’re saying that somehow they just what… imploded?”
 
   She shot me a disbelieving look. “You passed your science class at the Academy, didn’t you?”
 
   “Let’s just pretend I didn’t. How can something like this happen?”
 
   “Pressure. A lot of pressure. An astounding, astounding amount of pressure. Energy too.”
 
   I scratched my brow, feeling like I crumpled my nose into a concertina. “Where did that astounding amount of pressure come from?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   I felt my shoulders give a shake. It raced down my back, shifting hard into my muscles, suddenly reminding me of how tired I was. But that fatigue was quickly being extinguished by this mystery. “Are you telling me that whoever stole our Omega weapons had the power to do this?” It was my turn to drop a hand towards the metal ball. I couldn’t keep my fingers steady either. They trembled, ever so slightly.
 
   The Chief wouldn’t look at me for a few seconds. Instead her eyes scanned around the room settling on the metal ball once more. I saw her shake. Then nod. “Yes, I think I’m telling you exactly that. I can’t tell you how they did it,” her voice broke, “but I can tell you that these are our Omega weapons.”
 
   I latched a hand onto my mouth, feeling the fingers dig hard into the flesh. I shook my head and shook it again. “This doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “I’m not here to make it make sense, Lieutenant Commander, I’m just here to tell you what I found.”
 
   “What the hell are we dealing with here?” I let my voice drop, speaking more for my own benefit than the Chief’s.
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   I made eye contact with her. We both looked puzzled and worried.
 
   Finally I took a step back from the workbench. “I have to tell the Captain.”
 
   “Better you than me,” the Chief replied quickly.
 
   “Keep that evidence safe,” I responded, whirled on my foot and headed for the door. Before I could make it, I found my gaze twitching back to the apparently nondescript lump of metal.
 
   My back shook. I turned and walked out.
 
   It didn’t take the Captain long to call a meeting. She brought along the senior staff plus a few new trusted crewmen, including Jenks.
 
   We sat around the massive table in her ready room.
 
   I’d informed the Captain what the Chief had told me. I told her it was wise to keep this information to ourselves. We still had no idea who the spy may be, and we needed to be careful with our information until we did.
 
   The Captain, however, had another plan. To her, it was far smarter to reveal to the spy exactly what we knew. That way we could keep them on their toes, make them desperate, maybe even flush them out of hiding.
 
   I wasn’t sure I agreed with the Captain’s style, but I was smart enough not to point that out.
 
   I kept my eyes averted as I sat there, white stiff knuckles pressing out from my tensed hands.
 
   Now I allowed my gaze to drift around every person in the room.
 
   Who could it be? Were they even in this room? Or was it someone else out there on the ground? Someone with the power to pull the rug out from under the feet of the resistance at any moment.
 
   The Captain stood. “New information has come to light. We have discovered evidence of the missing Omega weapons.”
 
   Williams turned quickly in her chair. “Where are they? It’s critical we recover them. We need that compound 78.”
 
   “We will not recover them. We did not find the weapons themselves, simply their residue.”
 
   “Residue?” I watched Williams’ face crumple in confusion. “What are you talking about, Captain?”
 
   “This.” She swiped a hand forward, and a hologram jumped up from the middle of the table, big enough that everyone could see it. It showed a recreation of what the Chief had assumed had happened to the Omega weapons.
 
   “What the hell is this?” Williams turned her attention back to the Captain.
 
   “We were hoping you could help us, as our resident telekinetic warrior. Perhaps you have an idea. The Chief does not. Something or someone managed to obtain an energy source sufficient to destroy what remained of those Omega weapons. Do you have any idea what could have done this? Could it have been a telekinetic warrior?”
 
   Williams slowly swiveled her head back to the hologram in the middle of the table, then shifted her attention to the Captain. “No,” she said flatly. “We’re talking about immense pressure here,” her voice shook, “far beyond anything a telekinetic warrior would ever be able to produce.”
 
   “Then perhaps a group of telekinetic warriors?” the Captain questioned.
 
   Williams’ brow scrunched together as she looked back at the hologram. “You would need more than a group, Captain. You would need every telekinetic warrior there is. I’m sorry, but I just don’t believe someone like me could have done this.”
 
   “I see, then what do you suspect?”
 
   Williams looked floored. “I’ve got no idea. Why didn’t the antimatter chambers explode when,” she shifted a shaking finger towards the hologram, “that happened to the guns?”
 
   “They were removed beforehand. We have scanned the base time and time again, but can find no evidence of them. Either somebody is using extremely sophisticated shielding technology, or they have been converted into another substance, one we cannot scan for.”
 
   “This doesn’t make any sense, Captain,” Williams said. “If the antimatter chambers are missing, and you can’t scan for them, then it makes sense to assume they’ve been converted into compound 78. But,” her gaze slid towards the hologram again, “but I’m telling you, a telekinetic warrior couldn’t have done that.”
 
   “On their own. They must have utilized some kind of technology we are unfamiliar with. But do you agree that it’s likely, considering the circumstances, that we’re dealing with a telekinetic warrior?” the Captain asked directly.
 
   Williams appeared to think about it for a few seconds, then finally nodded her head. There was a sick pale look to her cheeks. “If the antimatter is gone, it’s reasonable we assume that. But…” she trailed off.
 
   “Then I regret to inform everyone that this situation has become even more critical. It is now obvious that there is a powerful spy amongst us,” her voice dropped low. Then, in turn, she looked at everyone in the room.
 
   I followed the Captain’s gaze, staring at every person seated around that massive table.
 
   Just like Williams, nearly everyone else was reacting with shock.
 
   … Except for Jenks. She wasn’t making eye contact with anyone. Instead she was staring at the hologram, a peculiar look on her face.
 
   I frowned. I frowned, and I don’t know why.
 
   “I have already informed the rest of the resistance about this. Considering the risk we face, we must now redouble our efforts to flush out the spy. And considering it is relatively obvious that they are a telekinetic warrior, we must protect the rest of our Omega weapons. From now on, they will be under permanent guard. I will personally devise a plan with the security chief to ensure that they cannot be accessed without our knowledge.”
 
   “That’s all very good, Captain, but if you’re right, and there is a telekinetic warrior out there, they’ve already stolen a whole crate of Omega weapons. They would have refined enough compound 78 for more than a year.”
 
   “Perhaps. Or perhaps they require more than the average user. It still makes sense to guard our weaponry,” Williams said. 
 
   There was a general muttering of agreement.
 
   Again I found myself assessing every person at that meeting in turn. And again, my eyes locked on Jenks.
 
   She still wasn’t looking at anyone. Which was unremarkable, considering Jenks was about as friendly as a wall.
 
   But there was… there was something about the way she was staring off into space.
 
   “Shepherd,” the Captain suddenly called my name, “you will personally continue this investigation. I have every confidence that you will find the spy. They have underestimated us. They will not be able to outrun us for much longer,” the Captain’s voice shook through the room.
 
   I knew what she was doing. She was calling the spy out. If they were in the room, it was a threat. It was one that told them to stop running, because they wouldn’t get far.
 
   I couldn’t share the Captain’s enthusiasm. Not yet. We still had no idea who amongst us was a spy for the Star Forces.
 
   “This meeting is dismissed for now,” the Captain said as she turned from the table. “You will all have new tasks assigned to you.”
 
   We all rose and headed for the door.
 
   My gaze locked on Jenks, as usual, but, as usual, she was out of the room before I could catch her.
 
   Williams was a different matter. She walked up to my side, her steps unsteady, and she pulled me aside. “This isn’t really happening, is it?” Her shifting gaze locked on mine. “The Captain can’t be serious. She can’t honestly think that another telekinetic warrior is amongst us.”
 
   “That’s exactly what she thinks,” I said.
 
   “But that makes no sense. She couldn’t possibly believe that a telekinetic warrior could have done that to those guns,” her voice shook again. “No one could possibly have that much power.”
 
   I focused my attention on Williams. Saw how surprised and terrified she was all at once. I’d never suspected she was a spy, not for an instant. Her story was too compelling. But if I needed further confirmation, her reaction was enough. That was genuine fear and shock rippling in her gaze. “It’s okay, Annabelle. We’ll find the spy.”
 
   “And if we don’t? I… Nathan, we can’t lose. I can’t go back to the Star Forces. They’ll take me, and—”
 
   I grabbed her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Anna, look, nobody is going back to the Star Forces,” I said with a strict tone. “We’re going to do everything we can to defeat the Alliance.”
 
   She shivered. “And what if it’s not enough?”
 
   “We’ll make it enough,” I said in a strong determined tone as I finally let go of her shoulders. “You’re never going near the Farsight Program again,” I emphasized, “we can shut it down,” I promised her.
 
   “You’ll have to find it first,” she said in a cold whisper. “Professor Axis is one of the most protected assets of the Star Forces.”
 
   I’d heard her mention Professor Axis before. Frowning, I realized I’d never asked for more information on him. Now it seemed more imperative to do so. I didn’t want to push her – anyone could see she was traumatized by her experience – but I needed to know what she did. “What was this Professor Axis like, anyway?”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders, a brooding, somewhat detached look filling her gaze as she looked to the middle-distance but just over my shoulder. “I only ever met him once. The rest of my training,” her lips pulled up hard over her teeth, “was completed by his underling scientists.”
 
   “But Professor Axis led the program, right?”
 
   She nodded. “He was always looking for his special one, as he called it.”
 
   I frowned, a curious tingle descending deep into my gut. “Sorry?”
 
   She was still looking over my shoulder, gaze still lost in a haze of memory. “The special one, he called it. The one he could turn into his complete battle system,” her voice dropped so low I could barely pick it up.
 
   “What?” I asked, a frozen feeling spreading through my gut.
 
   “He had this theory that if he could find a candidate who was compatible enough with the implants, he could make them into this… avenging angel. Someone who could float above a battle and take control of it.”
 
   I was shaking now, actually shaking. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “His complete battle system would be able to take over everything within its range. Every soldier, every munitions item. They’d be able to conduct them, shift them around the battlefield like somebody playing a game or conducting an orchestra.”
 
   “Anna… that’s crazy,” I said, incapable of controlling myself as a stab of fear sliced through my middle.
 
   She finally jerked her gaze back to me. “Yes it is. It’s impossible, too. He never found a candidate with power close to that. And he never will. The man was insane,” she said bitterly. “He was insane, and the Star Forces let him play whatever games he wanted with his helpless victims.”
 
   “I’m so… sorry,” I said weakly, incapable of thinking of anything else to say.
 
   “I don’t want you to be sorry for me. I want you to help me to put a stop to this.”
 
   I held her gaze. I nodded. There was nothing else I could do.
 
   She turned around, and for the first time in a long time, she smiled. “Thanks, Nate.” She walked away.
 
   I watched her leave the Captain’s ready room.
 
   It didn’t take long until my thoughts rebounded to what she’d said.
 
   A complete battle system? Somebody who could float above a war and conduct every piece like they were playing a goddamn game of chess?
 
   Impossible. Annabelle was right. Such a thing was impossible.
 
   So why couldn’t I shake that image from my mind? Why did it stay with me as I turned and faced the discussion table, the rotating hologram still visible in the middle of the room?
 
   No… Annabelle was right – Professor Axis must have been crazy.
 
   Such power simply couldn’t exist.
 
   …
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I was in trouble.
 
   I knew that. Part of me realized that, but the rest of me – the rest of me just wanted another fix of compound 78.
 
   I had no idea what was happening to me.
 
   I’d synthesized it correctly – the compound 78 was pure. So why was I still jittering? Why had my headache returned so quickly? Why were my fingers tingling? Why did I feel like I was mere hours from a fit?
 
   I’d injected myself with more 78 barely a day ago.
 
   This shouldn’t be happening.
 
   The worst thing was that I had no one to talk to, no one to go see. I couldn’t dare step foot inside the medical bay. While they wouldn’t pick up on my implants, in my current condition, they’d certainly detect my tension. And in the current atmosphere, where everyone was looking for a telekinetic spy, it wouldn’t take long to put two and two together.
 
   I was completely alone and on the run again.
 
   I knew I should be thinking of a plan to escape this planet, but I couldn’t. The only thing I could think of was more goddamn compound 78.
 
   I was worse than a drug addict. I couldn’t quit. I hadn’t chosen this life either.
 
   I was sweating again. I had to keep running a hand down my mouth and shifting the back of my palm over my forehead.
 
   Though I’d only injected myself yesterday, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d have to have another fix by tonight.
 
   I couldn’t run the risk of looking too suspicious. But if I kept blowing through my supplies of compound 78, I’d run out in a few weeks. And the Captain had promised it would be harder, much harder to access the Omega weaponry from now on.
 
   Everyone was suspicious. Everyone was looking for their Star Forces spy.
 
   Me, I was trying to survive. All thoughts of destroying the Alliance and guiding the resistance were gone.
 
   One day at a time. I just had to take one day at a time.
 
   I walked forward, a slight stagger in my step, the back of my hand pressed against my lips.
 
   One day at a time.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   It was the first time I’d had some time to myself in days.
 
   I settled down in my quarters, but my thoughts wouldn’t settle.
 
   They kept revolving back to what Annabelle had said.
 
   A complete battle system. I shouldn’t be able to imagine it, but I could. A person with the power to shift people around like a god.
 
   I was aware that my heart was beating hard in my chest, feeling like a hammer as it thundered against my rib cage.
 
   Sweat had picked up across my brow too.
 
   In the comfort of my own quarters, I pulled off my shirt and threw it on my bed. Then, with a sigh, I wiped a hand down the back of my head.
 
   I walked over to my workbench. That’s when I saw it. The small holo message revolving above the table.
 
   “Play,” I said simply as I walked up to the table, shifting my bare shoulders around, thankful for the freedom of ditching my shirt.
 
   “Good news,” the Chief’s recorded voice came, “it’s time to recreate civilization.”
 
   At first I frowned, then I let out a chuckle as I realized what she meant.
 
   A holographic access panel suddenly blinked up in the middle of my desk.
 
   The doomsday device. The Chief had finally accessed the Doomsday device.
 
   I practically threw myself at the access panel. It was just a semicircle of controls made out of holographic light, but would input to the computer and allow me access to the data on the doomsday device.
 
   “As requested, you have private one way access to the doomsday drives,” the Chief’s recorded voice explained. “It took a hell of a lot of rigging, but I managed to get them running satisfactorily. I’ll be busy mucking out the engines by the time you get this. Have fun,” she commanded.
 
   “Will do,” I replied through a grin, even though she couldn’t hear me.
 
   I started manipulating the controls as quickly as I could.
 
   I wanted to know everything I could about the Mari Sector.
 
   Soon enough, I accessed the relevant section of the database.
 
   I stood back.
 
   “The Mari Sector has many areas of archaeological significance,” the computer began to explain to me. “There is evidence of pre-lightspeed civilizations on at least two of the planets.”
 
   “I want to know about Moon Alpha 78,” I said quickly as I crossed my arms.
 
   “A survey mission picked up evidence of post lightspeed tech on Moon Alpha 78 approximately two years ago.”
 
   “What can you tell me about it?”
 
   “There is evidence to suggest that the archaeological site on Moon Alpha 78 belongs to an as-yet-unknown race.”
 
   “Unknown race?” My eyebrows peaked high up my forehead. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What information do you have on them?”
 
   “The original survey discovered a promising site, but it needs extensive excavation. As of this time, several groups have applied for funding to excavate the site. However, due to its complexity and the location of the Mari Sector, it is unlikely this site will be excavated in the near future. Other archaeological sites of more perceived value are stronger candidates to receive funding from the Archaeological Institute.”
 
   I nodded. “So what exactly did the survey mission pick up?”
 
   The computer replied by showing a small relatively nondescript looking metal disc. I walked up to the hologram, frowning as I swept a hand forward, caught the hologram, and brought it close to my face. My gaze swept over the flat metal disc.
 
   If you asked me, it looked like nothing more than a squashed metal ball. Apparently it wasn’t.
 
   Apparently it had kicked off something massive.
 
   “So you have no idea who this unknown alien race is?” I asked, only realizing how stupid my question was once I’d asked it. The race was unknown, after all.
 
   “There are no correlates within the database. There is no other information on this race.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Well, at least I’d learnt one fact – there certainly were archaeological sites in the Mari Sector, and the Enforcement Unit clearly had erased any evidence of them from the galactic databases.
 
   They would never have assumed that someone would gain access to a doomsday device and dial the clock back to discover the missing data.
 
   I clutched a hand to my chin and drummed my fingers against my jaw.
 
   … An unknown race.
 
   “You said this unknown race were post lightspeed? How can you assume that when you have such little information on them?”
 
   “That metal disc is made of trithalium,” the computer replied.
 
   My eyebrows shot up. It was a substance that could only be manufactured, and only by extremely technologically advanced races.
 
   I nodded. “And that’s it? You don’t have any other information?”
 
   “I have displayed all information.”
 
   I sighed, dragging my fingers down the back of my head.
 
   Just before I walked away, I stopped. I slid my gaze back to the holographic access panel. I shifted towards it, brought up a stiff hand, and typed something into the holographic controls.
 
   “Computer, I want you to access all Star Forces personnel information. Specifically, look for an Ensign Jenks.”
 
   “Searching,” the computer said.
 
   It took some time before it came up with an answer. Fair enough, the doomsday drives were massive, and the computer had to search through every datafile for a mention of Jenks.
 
   “There are approximately 55,000 data files relating to Ensign Jenks.”
 
   “I don’t want just any Ensign Jenks. Cross-reference with the Ensign Jenks aboard this ship and use her crewmember file.”
 
   The computer paused. “There are no matches.”
 
   I shook my head. “Cross-reference with the Ensign Jenks aboard the Ra’xon,” I repeated, voice clearer. “Find out her unique indicator number from the Ra’xon’s own database. Then look up that unique indicator number in the doomsday drives. Then pull up any information relating to her.”
 
   “The computer understands the request, but cannot comply. There are no data files relating to that identifying number.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “There are no files—” it began.
 
   “Stop. I understand,” I said, even though I didn’t.
 
   I took a sharp step away from the table.
 
   If Ensign Jenks had changed her name, her identifying number would have remained the same.
 
   “Pull up Ensign Jenks’ file from the Ra’xon. When did she join the Star Forces Academy?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.
 
   “Five years ago, 300 days, seven hours, and 34 minutes.”
 
   “If she joined five years ago,” I said through a stiff breath, “then why isn’t there any information about her on the doomsday drives?
 
   “Unknown.”
 
   I took another step back.
 
   “Shit,” I swore, clamping a hand on my brow and shifting my fingers so hard against my nose it was a surprise I didn’t pull it from my face. “Shit, she’s the spy,” I realized.
 
   A truly cold feeling spread through my gut.
 
   She had to be the spy.
 
   If Jenks really had joined the Star Forces Academy five years ago, information about that would be on the doomsday drives. The only reason there would be no reference on the drives, was because she hadn’t joined five years ago.
 
   Ensign Jenks was a plant. Her name, her position, her history – it was all fiction.
 
   She was a spy.
 
   I felt cold. Cold through and through. It was such a distinctive, overpowering feeling, that it took up all my awareness.
 
   This felt so wrong. So goddamn wrong. Like a violation.
 
   I barely knew the woman, but somehow I’d grown to trust her. Expect more from her.
 
   She’d saved this ship, and my life.
 
   … Or had she?
 
   Ensign Jenks had discovered the sabotage in the life-support system, and she’d also put her life at risk to save the ship.
 
   But she was a spy, and this was all a game, wasn’t it?
 
   The reason Ensign Jenks had noticed the sabotage to the life-support system, was because she’d breached the system herself. And the reason she’d apparently sacrificed her life to save us all, was to ingratiate herself to us.
 
   She’d been rewarded too – the Captain had brought her into the inner circle.
 
   Christ, it all made sense now. It all fit into place.
 
   Shit, why hadn’t I seen this earlier? She hadn’t been a member of the resistance, but she stayed on the ship.
 
   Every move she’d made was to gain our trust and further her cause.
 
   I balled up a hand and slammed it against my thigh. I didn’t care that pain stabbed through my leg. I just did it again. And again.
 
   I’d trusted her.
 
   Goddamnit, I’d even started to like her. Her direct personality, her reliability.
 
   But that – that was all a game.
 
   She was a spy.
 
   I turned. As the bile filled my throat and the anger punched through my gut, I made a fist.
 
   It was time to catch the spy.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Ensign Jenks
 
   I could only think of accessing more compound 78.
 
   The jitters were already setting in. For the love of god, I’d given myself a dose barely a day ago, but somehow it felt as if I hadn’t had any 78 for weeks.
 
   I couldn’t control the twitch in my hand. If someone asked me to pick up something in my current state, I’d probably drop it.
 
   And in a few hours, I’d do something worse. If my symptoms continued, they would degenerate and I’d start having a true telekinetic fit.
 
   I wouldn’t be able to control myself, and if I didn’t make it to an area without people….
 
   I was walking along the corridor, and thankfully it was deserted. I balled up a hand and struck it against the wall, tears filling my eyes.
 
   This wasn’t fair.
 
   It wasn’t goddamn fair.
 
   I’d allowed myself to feel a glimmer of hope when I joined the resistance. With all those Omega weapons and all their resources, I could have made a difference.
 
   This wasn’t making a difference.
 
   This was dying slowly every day.
 
   I struck the wall again, a few more tears building in my eyes.
 
   It was then I heard footsteps.
 
   I tried to straighten up, but I wasn’t quick enough.
 
   Nathan Shepherd walked briskly down the corridor.
 
   I tugged my head to the side, hiding my tear-streaked cheeks with my hair as I quickly brought up a hand and thumbed them away.
 
   “Jenks,” he said.
 
   Had he seen my tears? Because his tone was strained.
 
   I took a sharp breath, patting the rest of my cheeks dry. “Shepherd,” I managed after I took a deep breath. “How can I help you?”
 
   “Walk with me for a while,” he suggested.
 
   I would have looked at him if I could, to gauge his expression. But I didn’t want to reveal my puffy eyes.
 
   “How have you been?” he asked directly.
 
   This again? He wasn’t going to question me until he was blue in the face, was he?
 
   “I’m fine, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   “Really? Is the wall back there fine?” he asked. “Because you were pounding on it pretty hard,” he noted.
 
   There was something missing from his tone.
 
   It took me a while, then I realized what it was with a shiver.
 
   Compassion.
 
   I stiffened.
 
   I watched his gaze slide towards me and lock on my body. “How are you settling in?”
 
   “Fine,” I said. “You?”
 
   “That’s nice of you to ask. I’m finally finding my feet, I think.”
 
   Rather than looking directly at him, I caught glimpses of him in every reflective panel we passed.
 
   He wasn’t acting normally.
 
   My heartbeat started to pick up, and the tingles in my fingers only became worse as a result. Without being able to stop myself, I pumped the fingers of my right hand back and forth.
 
   “Is that still injured?” he asked conversationally. “You should really get it checked out.”
 
   There it was. That empty compassionless tone.
 
   I now felt cold through and through. “You must be busy, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   “How many times do I have to tell you, Jenks, I’m not a lieutenant commander anymore. Here in the resistance, we don’t have any ranks.”
 
   “Sorry,” I managed.
 
   We drifted into silence.
 
   I could feel his eyes on the back of my neck.
 
   He couldn’t… God he couldn’t suspect me, could he?
 
   I thought I’d been more careful than that.
 
   Yes, I’d taken the Omega weapons, and yes they’d somehow found the evidence. But they couldn’t have linked it to me already.
 
   My heart beat faster and faster, more and more sweat picking up across my brow. Though I wanted to control my breath, I couldn’t. It wheezed through my throat.
 
   “I should really thank you again for saving my life,” he suddenly said.
 
   “Please don’t,” I said in a quiet voice that barely made it out of my throat.
 
   He smiled.
 
   He actually smiled.
 
   He thought I couldn’t see him, but I caught sight of him in a reflective panel.
 
   He knew.
 
   The realization slammed into me like a punch.
 
   For a while there, for a few short days, I’d fantasized about trusting Nathan Shepherd. He seemed like such a good man. Open, diligent, kind. And above all, compassionate. He tried to look out for me.
 
   But now he knew the truth, or at least he thought he did.
 
   He thought I was still a member of the Star Forces. A telekinetic spy sent to destroy the resistance.
 
   I stopped.
 
   He stopped right beside me. Without even turning to him, I could feel his energy change. Feel his back stiffen, sense the hairs along his neck and arms stand on end.
 
   Sure enough, when I finally swiveled my gaze to his, he was staring at me with such a stiff, cold determination it was a surprise I didn’t shatter. “Is there something wrong, Jenks?”
 
   I looked at him.
 
   Not with suspicion, not with anger, not with hatred. With disappointment. With soul-shaking disappointment.
 
   For a few short days I’d thought I’d found someone I could trust.
 
   I’d been wrong.
 
   I wasn’t ashamed to say that a few tears touched the corners of my eyes.
 
   That cold hard anger of his – it shifted. His gaze flicked towards my tear-filled eyes, and I watched his brow compress slowly. That electric edge of confrontation morphing into something else.
 
   I opened my mouth.
 
   His command PIP beeped. “Commander F’val has arrived,” someone informed him.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Commander F’val has arrived on an urgent matter.”
 
   “… Understood,” Shepherd said slowly. He kept his gaze on me. And second by second it changed. The anger melting right out of it to be replaced by confusion. “On my way,” he added eventually, still not looking away from me.
 
   As for me, I just held his gaze.
 
   I was too tired to think. Too destroyed mentally to realize how stupid it was to just stand there and look at him.
 
   He clearly knew what I was. It was time to incapacitate him and flee.
 
   But I didn’t move. I just stood there and faced him.
 
   He made the first move. “What’s your story, Jenks?” he asked openly.
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. It wasn’t arrogant, it wasn’t sadistic; it was defeated. “You really want to know?” I challenged.
 
   We stared at each other.
 
   He began to open his mouth, but his command PIP beeped once more. “F’val has landed. He requests your immediate presence.”
 
   “On my way,” Shepherd repeated in a distracted tone as he still stared at me.
 
   He no longer looked as if he wanted to rip me limb from limb. In fact, every electric charge of confrontation that had zapped through the air was starting to wane.
 
   “Who are you,” Jenks?” he asked, every word slow, his lips dropping open as he swallowed hard.
 
   “Who am I?” I still couldn’t keep the fragile shattered laugh from my voice, “I’m Alyssa Nightingale,” I answered.
 
   “… What?”
 
   “That’s my name,” I said through clenched teeth, tears now trailing down my cheeks as tension stabbed through my jaw, “that’s my name,” I said, words hardly recognizable. “That’s my goddamn name.”
 
   I didn’t want to cry, didn’t want to fall apart. But I couldn’t stop myself. The trembles, the headache, the fact the man I thought I could trust had just turned on me – I just broke down.
 
   The tears came thick and fast, the sobs raking through my throat. I balled up a hand and struck it against the wall beside me, not caring that my nail nicked through my flesh and made it bleed.
 
   “That’s my goddamn name. That’s the one they took from me,” my voice shook. I couldn’t control it. Couldn’t control anything.
 
   Shepherd could have turned on me. He could have called for security. Could have tried to incapacitate me.
 
   He didn’t. Instead his face broke with compassion. The same compassion he’d withheld from me moments before.
 
   It flooded out of him as if I’d broken a wall.
 
   Maybe he could see that my act was no act at all. The true bitterness behind my tears and words could not be manufactured.
 
   I sobbed so hard my body shook.
 
   I kept repeating “that’s my name,” over and over again.
 
   I crumpled against the wall.
 
   Shepherd followed me down on his haunches, his gaze still cracked open with raw compassion. “Jenks, Jenks… Alyssa, it’s okay, just tell me who you are. It’s okay,” he kept repeating.
 
   His command PIP beeped again. “Sir, Commander F’val has accessed environmental controls.”
 
   “Sorry?” Shepherd snapped, clearly distracted.
 
   “Sir, he is on his way to your position. He requests you hold.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “Internal scanners confirm you’re with Ensign Jenks. He requests you hold.”
 
   “What?” Shepherd asked, insistence stabbing through his tone.
 
   I gasped. 
 
   A sudden pain exploded through my chest.
 
   I couldn’t breathe.
 
   I couldn’t breathe.
 
   I collapsed my shaking hands over my throat, but nothing worked.
 
   I struggled for air, grasping towards Shepherd.
 
   Eyes wide, he reached out and wrapped two arms around me, stopping me from falling.
 
   “Jenks? Jenks? Alyssa?”
 
   I couldn’t respond.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   All of a sudden she started to fit.
 
   She couldn’t breathe.
 
   She struggled for air, a gasp echoing through the corridor, the most horrible sound I’d ever heard.
 
   “Alyssa?” I called her name, but she couldn’t respond.
 
   She was now convulsing in my grip, deep muscle spasms practically twisting her body in half.
 
   I clutched my arms further around her back, determined to support her.
 
   Several minutes ago, I’d been determined to hand her in.
 
   Then she’d cracked in front of me. Fallen apart.
 
   I’d never seen somebody break so quickly and so completely.
 
   And it had been real. Nobody could fake that.
 
   Now she was convulsing.
 
   “Computer, call the med bay,” I began, terror ripping through my tone.
 
   Her body was convulsing so badly, I could barely hold her in place. My boots skidded across the floor.
 
   The computer didn’t respond. “Computer!” I screamed.
 
   No response.
 
   Then I heard footsteps pelting towards me.
 
   I yanked my head to the side, still using all my strength to hold Jenks in place. With every spine shattering convulsion, my boots skidded across the floor as I struggled to keep her steady.
 
   “Help me,” I screamed out to the footsteps. “Call the med bay.”
 
   Finally I saw somebody round a corner.
 
   It was Commander F’val.
 
   I hadn’t been informed that he was coming. Then again, Commander F’val seemed to have a privileged position with the resistance. He was our man on the inside, our informant inside the Enforcement Unit. Without him, the resistance would be nowhere near as powerful as it was.
 
   Now he skidded towards me.
 
   As a lieutenant commander, I’d had to learn how to recognize the facial expressions of every alien I might come across. The subtle differences. The body language, the emotions.
 
   Well now, despite the desperation of holding Alyssa in place, I caught sight of F’val’s face.
 
   His expression was… I couldn’t place it.
 
   Cold. But more than that. Victorious.
 
   Whatever it was, though, it passed quickly as he finally skidded to a stop beside me.
 
   “Help her,” I screamed. “She’s having some kind of fit. The computer won’t let me—”
 
   “Hold her steady,” F’val snapped as he fell down to one knee. He was holding some kind of medical device in one hand.
 
   Before I knew what he was doing, he grabbed Alyssa’s neck roughly, yanked her head to the side, and jammed the device into the soft flesh just under her jaw.
 
   “What are you doing?” I screamed.
 
   Then Alyssa went slack.
 
   Totally limp.
 
   My heart burst. Then I realized she was still breathing. Just a soft movement of her chest against my arm, the same arm that was completely strained from holding her convulsing body in place.
 
   F’val rose to his feet. He did not take his eyes off Alyssa.
 
   I didn’t move; I still had my arms locked around her body, my legs splayed out in the same position used to try to control her bucking form.
 
   I watched F’val swallow, watched as the slightest twitch travelled across his upper lip.
 
   He took another step backwards, and finally wrenched his gaze off Alyssa. “It was lucky you were here, Shepherd.”
 
   “What’s going on?” the words cracked from my throat.
 
   “What is going on, is that we have finally incapacitated our spy.”
 
   His words shouldn’t have shocked me, but they did. I stared at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   I heard more footsteps, and looked up to see the Captain and Williams.
 
   The Captain sliced her eyes towards Alyssa. “Is she incapacitated?” she asked F’val.
 
   F’val looked at Alyssa, then he slid his gaze towards the Captain. He nodded slowly. “Yes. She will be no more trouble.”
 
   The Captain came to a stop. She looked surprised.
 
   Me, I knew I looked terrified.
 
   I still held Alyssa, even though she was as limp as a dead body. My fingers were stiff, arms locked in place. It felt as if I’d never move again.
 
   “You can get up now, Lieutenant Commander,” F’val said. “I’ll explain everything. Trust me, that thing there is not worth your time.”
 
   “Sorry?” my voice cracked with emotion.
 
   “She’s a spy,” the Captain announced. “F’val here figured it out. He accessed her secret file through his contacts at the Enforcement Office. I can’t believe… that I trusted her.”
 
   All I could do… all I could was think of how she’d cracked down and repeated her name.
 
   Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   That’d been the name they’d taken from her.
 
   It hadn’t been an act. Christ, my heart knew it hadn’t been an act. Nobody could just pretend to shatter like that.
 
   I didn’t move.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, I know that must have been a shock for you,” F’val said in a smooth tone as he nodded at me once more. “But get up, leave her on the ground, and I’ll explain everything.”
 
   I couldn’t just sit there. But I couldn’t get up either.
 
   In fact, it took F’val leaning down and bodily grabbing Alyssa from my arms. He latched a hand around her collar, and tugged her free, her head lolling against his arm.
 
   Then he just dropped her. She was nothing but meat. Right by my feet.
 
   My stomach gave a lurch. I thought I’d throw up.
 
   Instead my anger-filled gaze snapped towards him.
 
   I made no attempt whatsoever to hide my emotions.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, we can explain. Still,” the Captain swiveled her gaze to F’val, “despite the fact she is a spy, we should maintain proper decorum around prisoners.”
 
   F’val commented, “I wouldn’t bother. You aren’t the first ship Ensign Jenks has tried to destroy.”
 
   I finally got to my feet. Reluctantly. And I had to press a sweaty white-knuckled hand into the wall for support. I made eye contact with Williams briefly.
 
   She wavered between looking confused and looking at Jenks with anger.
 
   “What did you do to her?” I turned to F’val and asked through clenched teeth.
 
   “I incapacitated her with the environmental controls. It wasn’t hard. I pumped a specific compound into the ship.”
 
   “How did you know it would work?”
 
   “Information from the Enforcement Unit,” he said smoothly. “Now, come with me, and I’ll explain everything.”
 
   “What, you’re just going to leave her here in the corridor?” I couldn’t control my tone. There was no way in all hell that I could control my tone.
 
   Alyssa lay there at my feet, where F’val had dumped her. Her head was at an uncomfortable angle, that short hair a mess over her face.
 
   If I couldn’t see her chest softly moving up and down, I would be sure she was dead.
 
   To think, a few short minutes ago I might not have cared. I’d been so convinced that she was the spy.
 
   Now….
 
   “It’s lucky that I got here in time,” F’val said. “She would most definitely have attempted to destroy this ship again.”
 
   I found myself nodding. It was nothing more than a movement. The simple shifting up and down of my chin.
 
   “What are you going to do with her?” I asked.
 
   “She will have to be taken to my ship and placed under watch. Due to her abilities as a telekinetic warrior, it is unwise to keep her in the Ra’xon’s brig. She will stay there until we decide what to do with her.”
 
   I nodded again. Again, it was just a movement.
 
   I couldn’t feel my heart anymore, or my ragged breath, or the sweat slicked along my brow. The only thing I was aware of was F’val. Standing two meters in front of me, Alyssa a comatose mess at his feet.
 
   “So she’s a telekinetic warrior then?” I asked.
 
   F’val nodded.
 
   “She must be pretty powerful,” I commented.
 
   There it was again. That strange look in his eyes. The one that he smoothed over with such ease.
 
   “She is relatively powerful. Well-trained and very well-equipped,” he commented. “The Star Forces know how to arm their spies.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   The Star Forces know how to arm their spies, ha? Then why didn’t they give her compound 78? Why did they make her steal Omega weapons to synthesize it? When doing so was what had led to her ultimately being found?
 
   That question slammed into my mind like a heavy cruiser at light speed.
 
   I didn’t share it with anyone.
 
   I couldn’t speak, and I didn’t want to.
 
   “I will arrange to have her shifted to my ship,” F’val said once more. Then I will explain everything.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Do you need assistance?” The Captain asked.
 
   F’val appeared to consider the question. “She should be fine. The compound,” he threw the medical device in his hand up and caught it, “will incapacitate her for several hours. We will not have to worry about her telekinetic abilities.”
 
   The Captain nodded.
 
   Briefly I made eye contact with Williams again. She was staring at Alyssa. There were flashes of anger, but there was also just plain confusion.
 
   Was she starting to ask the same questions I was?
 
   If Alyssa was meant to be so goddamn dangerous and so goddamn well-equipped, why was she half dead on the floor by our feet?
 
   Why had she allowed herself to be captured?
 
   “Please move aside, Lieutenant Commander,” F’val said as he leaned down and picked up Alyssa.
 
   He wasn’t careful as one of her arms swung around and banged into the wall.
 
   My stomach lurched.
 
   I wanted nothing more than to throw myself at F’val.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   I just stood there, sweat drenched down my back, watching.
 
   Waiting.
 
   “This will only take a moment,” F’val assured us.
 
   Then he walked off, Alyssa over one shoulder.
 
   I couldn’t tear my eyes off the sight of them.
 
   Finally the Captain cleared her throat. “None of us could have expected this,” she said in a quiet clearly shocked tone.
 
   Like the Chief, I fancied the Captain had grown to like Jenks. Or Alyssa, as it appeared she was really called.
 
   “Williams, I would like you to personally search Ensign Jenks’ quarters. Try to find the missing compound 78,” the Captain said.
 
   It took Williams a while to nod. “Yes,” she said in a small tone.
 
   The Captain swiveled her gaze onto me. “Accompany me to my ready room. F’val won’t take long.”
 
   I began to nod but stopped. “Hold on, Captain – there’s just something I want to grab from my room.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   Then the Captain’s eyes briefly swiveled towards the spot where Alyssa had fallen.
 
   Most people wouldn’t be able to tell, but she looked scared.
 
   As she should.
 
   The Captain turned and walked away.
 
   Williams did too.
 
   I suddenly ran to catch up to Williams. “You okay?”
 
   She didn’t answer immediately. Then finally she tugged her head towards me. “That was a shock. I can’t believe it was Jenks.”
 
   “Me too,” I lied.
 
   I hadn’t shared a word of the fact I’d found out about Alyssa before F’val had arrived.
 
   And I had no idea what I was doing. I should tell the truth.
 
   But I couldn’t.
 
   Wouldn’t.
 
   I’d trapped it in my chest under lock and key.
 
   Because something wasn’t right.
 
   I cleared my throat. “What’s going on here?” I asked directly.
 
   She shook her head then stopped, dead gaze locking on the wall. “Jenks is a spy. A telekinetic spy. That’s what’s going on. She sabotaged the ship, she stole the Omega weaponry—”
 
   “If she was a telekinetic spy sent here by the Star Forces, why wouldn’t they equip her with her own supply of 78?”
 
   Williams actually flinched.
 
   “You’ve thought about that, haven’t you?” I pried further.
 
   Eventually she nodded, letting a hand fall down her face as she gave a slight shiver. “But there must be some reason. Maybe her own supply got compromised somehow?
 
   It wasn’t a statement. It was a question. She looked up into my eyes as she asked it.
 
   “… Maybe,” I conceded with a weak voice.
 
   I kept holding her gaze until she looked away sharply.
 
   “F’val will tell us what’s going on,” she said weakly.
 
   “Yeah,” I conceded, voice even weaker than before.
 
   Williams gave a brief nod and then walked away.
 
   I watched her go.
 
   Then I turned on my foot and headed for my quarters.
 
   As soon as I reached them and the door shut behind me, I went straight to my workstation.
 
   “Computer, access any data files on an Alyssa Nightingale.”
 
   “There will be multiple files referring to that name. It is suggested you restrict the search variables.”
 
   I leaned up and accessed the holographic controls, typing in whatever I could think of. Alyssa’s probable age, when she might have joined the Star Forces, anything that might help. “Run the search again.”
 
   “There are approximately 155 possible individuals with that name. It is suggested you restrict the search variables.”
 
   I sighed, clutching a hand over my face and digging it into the skin above my eyes.
 
   Then I stopped. I let my hand drop. “Cross-reference with the Ra’xon’s current database. Find any Alyssa Nightingales that are dead, and died in the last five years.”
 
   The computer beeped. “There is one possibility.”
 
   I let out a breath of relief. “What files do you have?”
 
   A summary of the files appeared next to the holographic controls.
 
   I scanned them quickly, the movements of my eyes like the snapped movements of a hand trying to grab onto something.
 
   It appeared that Alyssa Nightingale had been a Star Forces recruit, only to die from an unexpected illness.
 
   “Is there any footage? Any pictures?”
 
   “There are both,” the computer replied.
 
   “Show me her face,” I said, voice cracking for some reason.
 
   A full face bio scan appeared on screen.
 
   It wasn’t Jenks.
 
   Didn’t look much like her.
 
   But… there was something.
 
   “Play the footage.”
 
   “Select footage. There are assessment reports from the Star Forces Academy. There is her entry interview —”
 
   “Show me the entry interview,” I snapped.
 
   The entry interview wasn’t as bad as it sounded. In fact, it was pretty informal. It wasn’t meant to be scary. On your very first day at the Academy, you were asked to share your history with the other recruits from the class. Why you joined the Academy, what you wanted to achieve. It was meant to be a bonding exercise.
 
   There was a flutter of nerves in my stomach as a holographic feed appeared over the desk.
 
   I saw a smiling Alyssa Nightingale. It was such a beguiling smile too. The kind of smile that reached high into someone’s cheeks until it almost took over their face.
 
   She was laughing with another group of recruits until one of the teachers told her to begin.
 
   She stood up in front of the class, clasping her hands in front of her.
 
   There was that smile again. Didn’t shift from her face. Seemed like it was engraved into her cheeks and mouth.
 
   She gave a soft laugh, made brief eye contact with her friends who gave her the thumbs up signal, and then she began. “I’m not really sure where to start. I don’t have much of a history. I have an ordinary life. I just… guess I joined the Academy to make a difference. I know you’ve heard that a lot today, but it’s true.” Her gaze shifted off to the side, and her smile became more thoughtful. “I’m not sure if I can make much of a difference, but I want to try.”
 
   I found my expression softening, softening to the point where I could barely feel my face anymore.
 
   This wasn’t what I’d expected.
 
   This was… so real. So unashamed. Just a fresh faced innocent recruit talking about her hopes and aspirations.
 
   Somewhere on my file was the same entry interview, though I hadn’t been nearly as honest. I’d rehearsed exactly what I was going to say for about half a year before I’d stood up in front of my class.
 
   I joined the Academy to keep the Alliance safe, to serve, to be loyal.
 
   Alyssa kept laughing, kept looking at her friends, kept laying her heart right out for everyone to see.
 
   I felt cold and sick as I watched.
 
   And finally the interview stopped.
 
   I did nothing and said nothing.
 
   Then I jolted as nerves shot down my back. I didn’t have time to waste. “Computer, do an analysis. Take the biometric data of Ensign Jenks and compare it to everything you have on Alyssa Nightingale. I want your assessment – is it possible that they are the same person? That Alyssa underwent medical procedures to change her identity?”
 
   “Analysis will take several minutes,” the computer informed me.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   They would be several minutes of hell.
 
   I found myself pacing through my room, arms locked in front of my chest, fingers bent until they indented the skin around my ribs.
 
   I paced back and forth, back and forth, shoes wearing a hole in the plush carpet of my room.
 
   I kept shooting worried, almost terrified glances at the holographic panel.
 
   Waiting.
 
   Waiting.
 
   Until it was finally completed. “There is a significant possibility that Alyssa Nightingale is Ensign Jenks,” the computer confirmed.
 
   “What kind of possibility?”
 
   “Approximately 98.3%. Findings cannot be confirmed until a full DNA comparison is done.”
 
   98.3% was good enough for me.
 
   I brought a hand up and let it hover in front of my mouth until I clamped it over my lips. I let my lips pucker up through the indents between my fingers, let my hand push down further and further until I felt pain twist into my jaw.
 
   Jenks hadn’t lied. She was Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   And Alyssa Nightingale….
 
   My gaze drifted up until I locked it on the hologram of the now stopped footage.
 
   Alyssa Nightingale had once possessed one of the nicest smiles I’d ever seen.
 
   How the hell could they be the same person?
 
   What had happened to Alyssa to turn her into Jenks?
 
   And more than that – more importantly than that – was she working for the Star Forces?
 
   I just couldn’t… imagine it. Not after her breakdown.
 
   She’d cried, smashing a hand into the wall repeatedly, screaming that they’d taken her name.
 
   And the way F’val had treated her….
 
   It hadn’t escaped my attention that F’val was well-placed to be a double agent. He still maintained his position with the Enforcement Unit. And while that meant he could funnel critical information towards the resistance, if he was so inclined, it meant he could funnel information back to the Star Forces too.
 
   It would also explain why the Star Forces had never discovered him.
 
   Sure, I’d only recently learned about the resistance, but I knew a heck of a lot about Central Command, and more about men like my father. If they even suspected they had an information leak in one of their units, they would disband the entire thing.
 
   The other members of the resistance couldn’t understand how cutthroat the Star Forces were.
 
   As that realization struck me, I wiped a sweaty hand down my mouth.
 
   What was more likely? Was Ensign Jenks – the same woman who’d smiled like an angel – a spy, or had F’val turned against us?
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, F’val has arrived,” the Captain suddenly informed me over my room’s communication system.
 
   I jolted with surprise. “On my way,” I managed.
 
   I turned on my foot.
 
   I had to find out what was going on here.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   By the time I reached the Captain’s ready room, my thoughts were a waterfall, tumbling through my mind and smashing against every belief and fact.
 
   F’val was standing there, Williams two, the Chief as well, and the Captain. There were no other members from the resistance. Clearly the Captain didn’t feel it was a good idea to bring them in on this yet.
 
   “You must have a lot of questions,” F’val began.
 
   I made eye contact with him but didn’t say anything.
 
   I sat down on one of the chairs, prompting everyone else to do the same.
 
   I contained myself. Locked my fingers together, pressed my arms hard against my chest, and used the muscle fatigue to distract me.
 
   I watched.
 
   “Jenks has done considerable damage to this ship,” F’val commented, “if I hadn’t discovered her…” he trailed off.
 
   “The resistance is indebted to you, as always,” the Captain said.
 
   I looked sharply at the Captain. Took in her entire expression.
 
   Did she believe what she’d just said? Was there even a hint of suspicion anywhere in her tone?
 
   … No.
 
   Why would there be? It seemed I was the only one who had any suspicions.
 
   Or was I?
 
   Williams took an unsteady breath. “I scanned her room. I found the rest of the 78.”
 
   F’val nodded.
 
   Williams paused. You would’ve had to be a fool not to note the tension running through her body.
 
   “What is it?” the Captain asked.
 
   “She’d already gone through a lot of it,” Williams said in a weak voice.
 
   “What do you mean?” The Captain frowned.
 
   “I… Jenks… if Jenks was a telekinetic warrior—”
 
   “We have full confirmation that she is,” F’val corrected.
 
   Williams wouldn’t look at him but she nodded. “With normal telekinetic warriors, it takes them three weeks or so between doses of 78.”
 
   “And?” the Captain encouraged.
 
   “She was,” Williams swallowed, “she was going through it at a dose every several days.”
 
   “Perhaps you are mistaken,” F’val commented with a blank expression. “Perhaps you have not uncovered her full stash.”
 
   “… Perhaps,” Williams conceded as she shifted her hands uncomfortably against the table. “I think I have though. And judging from her use of her electro needle,” Williams started shifting her foot up and down as she tapped her hand on the table, “I’m pretty sure she was using it. I’m… I’m pretty sure she was using it every several days.”
 
   “What does that mean?” I jumped in before F’val could brush her off again.
 
   Williams looked at me. “I don’t know. I’ve never encountered someone who needs that much 78.”
 
   Here was my opportunity. “If she needed that much 78,” I had to use everything to control my tone, “why would she be a spy?”
 
   My question settled through the room.
 
   “Explain your reasoning,” the Captain asked.
 
   I swallowed. I had to play a careful game here. Side with Alyssa, and it might look like I was a spy myself. But I wasn’t going to sit here and say nothing. “If the Star Forces equipped Jenks with the devices she needed to compromise our life-support system and to somehow compress a crate full of Omega weapons into a lump of metal, why didn’t they just equip her with her own supply of 78?”
 
   The Captain considered my question.
 
   “There is every chance that they did, and she simply lost her supply,” F’val answered without missing a beat.
 
   “But why would you send somebody who needed such massive doses of 78 every few days?” I asked.
 
   F’val didn’t answer automatically this time. Instead he stared at me.
 
   The kind of stare that told me he was looking for something.
 
   I didn’t look away. Eventually, however, I swiveled my gaze to the Captain. “Does that make sense to you?”
 
   She considered my question. “I must admit, it is an intriguing point. However, I imagine F’val is right. Perhaps something happened to Ensign Jenks, which increased her requirement of 78. But rather than remove herself from her mission, she carried on after she obtained her own supply of Omega weapons.”
 
   The Captain had a point.
 
   I didn’t like it. And I didn’t believe it.
 
   My mind kept pulling back to that smiling Alyssa. The one who’d joined the Star Forces to make a difference. To protect people. To give back.
 
   Well the Star Forces had been happy to take. Everything. Including her name and her goddamn smile.
 
   My hands stiffened as I held them flat on the table. “I guess you’re right,” I forced myself to say.
 
   I swiveled my gaze back to F’val.
 
   He was still watching me. Intently.
 
   I had to play this game carefully.
 
   I relaxed my hands and let out a tight breath. “I guess I just wanted to believe the best of her. It’s a kick in the guts to know that she’s a spy,” I said candidly.
 
   F’val appeared to relax a little.
 
   “I used to pride myself on my ability to know people under my command. To understand them. It’s crushing to realize I failed so badly.”
 
   “We have all failed,” the Captain corrected. “It is a shock to me too. Ensign Jenks seemed so trustworthy.”
 
   So shouldn’t you dig further, Captain? I wanted to say.
 
   I didn’t. I held my tongue.
 
   I tried to look as if I believed F’val.
 
   The briefing went on, and I listened, in so far as I could.
 
   Most of my attention was locked on Alyssa and the thought of her trapped in F’val’s brig.
 
   What was I going to do?
 
   In all honesty, what did I believe?
 
   Was Alyssa Nightingale a spy? Or was F’val the spy sent here to take her back?
 
   It all depended on what he’d do, wouldn’t it?
 
   I told myself that if he suggested taking Alyssa away, then that would be all the evidence I needed.
 
   I waited until he finished talking to the Captain about some innocuous battle data.
 
   I cleared my throat. “What do we do with her now?” I looked directly at him, though ensured my gaze wasn’t suspicious. “Surely she seems too powerful for us to keep her on this base. And from the little Williams has told me, if telekinetic warriors run out of 78, they lose their ability to control their telekinetic powers. That could be extremely dangerous.”
 
   “These are all very good points,” F’val conceded. “We must also accept that at the rate she goes through 78, you simply won’t have the supplies to keep her.”
 
   We must accept that, must we?
 
   A minute ago, he hadn’t even conceded that point. He’d glossed over the possibility that Alyssa needed such massive doses.
 
   If it was a mistake, no one else appeared to notice it. Then again, no one was looking for mistakes but me.
 
   I forced myself to nod. “So what to do?”
 
   “There is another possibility,” F’val suggested in a serious tone as he pressed a hand into the table, “we take her to our facility in the Engorza Sector.”
 
   I frowned. “Where?”
 
   “You have not been informed of this facility yet,” the Captain explained. “It is the resistance’s foremost research facility on telekinetic warriors. As they pose such a threat to us, we’ve been forced to try to understand them.”
 
   I couldn’t stop myself – my eyes slowly narrowed. “Isn’t that exactly what the Star Forces are doing?”
 
   “We’re not creating telekinetic warriors, and we aren’t experimenting on them directly,” Williams turned to me, “trust me,” she said in a shaking voice, “it’s nothing like the Farsight Program. Nothing. What we’re doing is looking for a way to help people like me, to cure us of our addiction to 78. That way we can attract more telekinetic warriors to our cause. And believe me, they’ll come flocking. Every single one of us was…” she couldn’t complete her sentence.
 
   Tortured. Used. Mutilated.
 
   Every single one of them.
 
   Including Alyssa. So why, in God’s name, would she be helping the Star Forces?
 
   That thought solidified in my mind as well as the fact that F’val had so generously volunteered to take Alyssa to this facility.
 
   I nodded my head. “Well I guess that makes sense. I concur with the Commander’s assessment then – he should take Jenks there.” I looked at the Commander and nodded.
 
   F’val smiled. “It is the only solution we have.”
 
   “I’m inclined to agree. But before you leave, I need your advice on several matters.”
 
   “Of course. I will have to stabilize Jenks anyway. I will not be going for another five hours.”
 
   “Then everything is sorted.” The Captain rose.
 
   I stood up too. I forced myself not to make eye contact with F’val. I didn’t even swivel my gaze over to check on Williams.
 
   I stood there and I thought.
 
   I stood there and I decided.
 
   About what I would do next.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   My great-great grandfather had once written about events that can change you. Not the death of a loved one, not some great loss or gain.
 
   The kind of events that smash your worldview. The take what you were and remold you into something new.
 
   The kind of events that force you to decide who you are.
 
   I was facing one now.
 
   And I couldn’t turn away.
 
   It would be too easy to believe F’val. It would be too easy, because he was making it too easy. He was the golden child of the resistance. He gave us all our critical information. Without him, we would likely all be captured.
 
   No one wanted to suspect him. Because to do so would be to accept how fragile the resistance truly was.
 
   Me, I wasn’t blinded by that. I hadn’t joined the resistance, but fallen into it.
 
   And I could fall out of it pretty quick.
 
   My great-great grandfather had been nothing like my dad. A man of adventure, of exploration, possessed with the kind of heart that drives you forward not backwards.
 
   I’d read his hand written journals, read the meticulous ink scrawl. He’d always forgone the electronic precision of a data pad for the feel of pen and paper.
 
   In those journals, in those blotches of ink on a page, I’d learnt about how a Shepherd could be.
 
   If he stopped trying to control his flock, and instead protected it, he could work miracles.
 
   But to protect anything, you must make decisions, and above all else, you must make sacrifices.
 
   Sacrifices.
 
   That word span round and round in my mind.
 
   Even if I decided to help Alyssa, I had no idea how I would start.
 
   If F’val really was working for the Star Forces, I could guarantee that he would be well-equipped and prepared for an incursion.
 
   I was at a loss.
 
   But I wasn’t going to give up.
 
   I had several hours.
 
   I was going to use them.
 
   I was in my quarters, going over a plan, trying to figure out if there was anyone else I could trust.
 
   It wasn’t long before there was a beep at my door. In a gravelly voice I commanded whoever it was to enter.
 
   I wasn’t expecting Williams, but she shuffled into the room, that dead gaze still haunting her eyes.
 
   Eventually she looked up at me.
 
   “What is it?” I asked through a swallow.
 
   She waited until the door closed behind her. “This isn’t…” she trailed off.
 
   I could have waited for her to make the first move, I didn’t.
 
   Time was no longer a luxury. “Right?” I heard myself ask. The word punched out of my throat, echoing around the room.
 
   She shivered. She didn’t reprimand me though. She nodded. “This doesn’t feel right, Nate. You’ve realized that, haven’t you?”
 
   I held her gaze for a few seconds until I nodded.
 
   She looked relieved, unimaginably relieved as she took a step back and drew a deep breath into her lungs. “It doesn’t make any sense. You’re right. Why would the Star Forces send somebody who was so dependent on 78? Her actions… I don’t know, they don’t seem like those of a spy… she seems like someone who’s…” she trailed off.
 
   “Desperate?” I finished her sentence.
 
   She held my gaze.
 
   “Desperate,” she mouthed.
 
   We watched each other.
 
   This could be some kind of trap. F’val could have put Williams up to this. Maybe the Captain. They could be checking to see where my loyalties lay.
 
   I didn’t care.
 
   I threw myself into trusting Williams.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Do you trust F’val?” I asked directly.
 
   She began to nod but stopped.
 
   “Do you realize how easy it would be for him to be a double agent?”
 
   “F’val is…” she trailed off.
 
   “He’s in a critically important position. If he’s been feeding the resistance misinformation and telling the Star Forces where we are…” I looked at her.
 
   “I want to say we can trust him.” She dropped my gaze and stared at the floor.
 
   “Want to say?” I took a step towards her.
 
   She jerked her gaze up to meet mine. “I want to say everything he said makes sense. But…” she trailed off.
 
   “But?” My stomach clenched with expectation.
 
   “But I don’t know that it does. As you pointed out, why would the Star Forces send a spy so dependent on compound 78? You’re right; it makes no sense. They’re better than this. Maybe the Captain doesn’t realize that. But I do,” her voice shook. “I know exactly how capable the Farsight Program is. I know how they think. Professor Axis wouldn’t….”
 
   “Make a mistake like this,” I finished her sentence again.
 
   She nodded. It looked as if the move took a lot of energy. As if she had to concentrate on her neck and head. She even squeezed her eyes closed. “He wouldn’t make a mistake like this. If they sent her here to destroy us, wouldn’t she have done it already? And if she was sent here to spy on us, why would she make so many obvious mistakes?”
 
   “She wouldn’t,” I concluded softly.
 
   Williams nodded. Then she sighed. It wasn’t an easy sigh, and didn’t indicate release. On the contrary, it felt squeezed tight with tension.
 
   “Williams, what do we do?” I asked directly, even though technically I was her commanding officer, or at least had been once.
 
   She took a sharp step back. Was this where she was going to turn on me? Twist around on her heel and go running to tell the Captain everything I’d said?
 
   No.
 
   I watched her nod. “We need to do something.”
 
   I found myself smiling. Such a natural move. It felt like it exploded over my face as the slightest scrap of hope sparked in my chest.
 
   “Why don’t we ask the Captain to force F’val to wake Jenks up? Then we could question her. We have grounds to do that. Jenks could have set up more traps. Surely we have a case to question her before F’val takes her away.”
 
   I considered her suggestion. “F’val’s gonna say it’s too dangerous. He’s going to say that if he wakes Jenks up, he may not be able to contain her.” Something triggered a memory, a guttural memory, one full with enough power it felt like it would make me pop. I even shivered. “Williams,” my voice dropped even though there was no one else in the room to overhear me, “you know what you said before, about that complete battle system?”
 
   She shook her head suddenly. The move would have appeared like a determined one, were her gaze not so fearful. “It’s impossible, Nate.”
 
   My mouth was dry, but I swallowed through it. “What if it isn’t? What if… Jenks is just like you? What if she was taken, and made into a telekinetic warrior, but she escaped.… and now they want her back?”
 
   Williams’ lip twitched.
 
   “From what I’ve heard about the Farsight Program, I doubt any of its so-called graduates would pledge their loyalty to the Star Forces. It sounds like complete torture.”
 
   Her lip twitched again, this time the move shifting deep down into her chin and even contracting the muscles of her neck.
 
   “And what if… what if… Jenks is valuable enough to them that they’d do anything to get her back? What if F’val is lying, and she didn’t use a device to condense those Omega weapons? What if…” I couldn’t complete my sentence. I couldn’t even complete my thought.
 
   This tantalizing possibility hung right out of my reach, taunting me.
 
   An electric shot of nerves raced down my back, tingling into every finger and toe as I took a pressured step closer to Williams.
 
   She took a long time to reply. Or maybe it was the pressure of the situation making every passing second feel like a year.
 
   “I want to say that’s impossible,” she said.
 
   “But?”
 
   “But I don’t know. The only thing I know is that the Star Forces… they’re….”
 
   “Monsters,” I finished with a growl. “Yes they are. The only thing we know for sure,” I said through a swallow, “is they will do anything, anything to secure their power.”
 
   She looked at me and nodded.
 
   “We need to question Alyssa,” I said.
 
   “Alyssa?”
 
   I pressed my lips together, wondering whether I should tell Williams I knew Jenks’ real name.
 
   I thought about it, but stopped.
 
   I didn’t want to share it, not yet. For some reason it seemed too powerful, too personal, too much like I’d be betraying Jenks’ confidence.
 
   It was like the walls holding Jenks together had shattered, and I was the only person left to protect her from the rest of the world.
 
   I couldn’t really form the thought, but the feeling – the feeling sank deep into my chest.
 
   Williams darted her gaze away from me for a few seconds. “You’re right though. F’val isn’t going to let us question her.”
 
   “We’re two officers trained in intelligence and combat,” I said directly.
 
   I didn’t say anything else. I let that statement settle.
 
   She looked at the carpet, then let her gaze lift second by second until she reached my eyes.
 
   She knew what I was implying.
 
   “This is one of those times,” I suddenly said, voice hoarse.
 
   “What times?”
 
   “We can make a difference,” I stated plainly.
 
   She said nothing. She did nothing.
 
   Then she took a step back and nodded. “F’val came in a light cruiser. It hasn’t got any other crew. From the little we know, it has four rooms, including a pretty spectacular brig.”
 
   “I’m thinking he knew he was going to take something pretty spectacular back home with him,” I said gruffly.
 
   Williams nodded. “It’s not going to be easy.”
 
   “Since when did you ever like easy?”
 
   She smiled. “You’re right. We’ll need a distraction though.”
 
   I stood there and thought. Really thought. I pushed my mind into every possibility.
 
   This was huge. In going against F’val, technically we were going against the resistance. But I couldn’t trust them right now. I couldn’t trust that they were brave enough to go against F’val.
 
   So we had to go alone.
 
   Still, it would be better if we had another person.
 
   My brow scrunched up and I thought.
 
   “What are you thinking?”
 
   “I’m wondering whether we could trust the Chief,” I said plainly.
 
   I watched Williams tense. Then her eyes shifted to the side as she clearly thought through my proposition. “If we had her help, this would be easy. Okay, not easy, but we’d have a much better chance. She’d be able to remotely access the controls of his ship. She’d also be able to distract him.”
 
   I nodded. “But if we go to her and she’s not sympathetic…” I trailed off, letting that statement speak for itself.
 
   Williams shivered.
 
   “What do you think our chances are of succeeding without the Chief?”
 
   Williams shrugged. Then she winced.
 
   “Yeah, I agree.”
 
   “But you’re right – if we go to the Chief and she doesn’t believe us….” She gulped.
 
   “I’ll take it carefully and slowly. Ask some leading questions, see what she truly thinks. The Chief likes Jenks, or at least liked her. She’d also know much more about the damage done to the life-support systems. She’d be in a unique position to judge what really happened.”
 
   Williams looked up sharply, a spark of hope igniting in her gaze. She nodded. “… Are we really going to do this?”
 
   I looked directly at her. “Yes we are.” I wanted to say that we owed it to Alyssa, but Williams didn’t know Alyssa.
 
   Only I did.
 
   “We’re doing this for the resistance. The galaxy,” I said, defaulting to a position she would have to agree with.
 
   She nodded. She let out another breath. “Okay. You contact the Chief, and I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   I smiled. I can’t say it was genuine, can’t say it indicated any level of relief. But it forced its way across my cheeks, and in doing so I remembered the glowing smile of Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   I nodded.
 
   We walked out.
 
   …
 
   Commander F’val
 
   I stood in the brig and stared down at her.
 
   She was still medicated. Though not unconscious now.
 
   I watched her eyes dart from left to right, tears brimming in them and trailing down her cheeks.
 
   She was lying on the floor of the brig, exactly where I’d dumped her.
 
   Alyssa. The special one.
 
   Professor Axis’ child.
 
   I was Axis’ child too. Before Alyssa had come along, I had been his hope. A willing subject. A man prepared to be turned into Axis’ vision.
 
   The complete battle system. Three words that had sunk deep into the core of my mind and conjured such a sharp picture it was like being drawn into a dream every time I so much as thought them.
 
   I’d wanted that power.
 
   But I hadn’t got it.
 
   Alyssa had it. With only two implants, she could outperform all the rest of Axis’ children.
 
   Including me.
 
   I found my hand curl naturally into a fist. My finger pressed so hard into the soft flesh between my thumb and palm, I could feel it. One of my implants.
 
   With just a thought, I could have activated it, let the light speed up over my arms.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   Axis had wanted me to bring Alyssa in with no injuries. His perfect child could not be damaged, after all.
 
   Axis wasn’t here to tell me what to do.
 
   It would be easy, so very easy to end Alyssa’s life. It would do her a favor, wouldn’t it? She’d never wanted this power. She had no idea how to use it, either.
 
   Maybe she could tell what I was thinking as she lay there, short hair half covering one wide open eye. She locked that eye on me. If she could have screamed, she would have. If she could have moved a hand, however, she would have done more.
 
   Despite the fact she was entirely incapacitated, I still felt the smallest knot of fear at the base of my spine.
 
   I’d seen what Alyssa could do. And though she didn’t know it, I’d helped train her.
 
   I’d been the first guinea pig. Axis had perfected his methods on me.
 
   I curled my other hand into a fist. “You didn’t honestly think it would take long for us to find you, did you?” I taunted her.
 
   I enjoyed the look of terror as her eyes widen more.
 
   “Alyssa,” I said as I got down on my haunches, just in front of the meter-thick force field. To be honest, the force field did little. If Alyssa were functioning, it would be nothing more than a slight annoyance.
 
   She wasn’t functioning. My only power over her was the incapacitating drug Axis had provided me with. As long as I kept her dosed up on it, there was theoretically nothing she could do.
 
   Still, that tiny tinge of nerves, it was there. Still sparking at the base of my spine.
 
   I clenched my teeth and watched her. I enjoyed her fear. It confirmed something I’d always known – Alyssa was not built for her own power. While she could physically manifest great strength, mentally, she was weak.
 
   Too weak.
 
   Soon she would crack. And when she did, I would be there once again to take the mantle as the strongest telekinetic warrior in the galaxy.
 
   Before she cracked, we needed her to open that wall. Perhaps it would be her last act.
 
   I found myself smiling. “You know that we knew about your whereabouts ever since you left us? We have always known where you were, Alyssa. We were simply waiting for an opportune time to bring you back to the family.” It was a lie, but it served its intended purpose.
 
   More tears swelled in her eyes.
 
   In truth, we had not detected Alyssa until the incident on the Argus Service Cluster when the Godspeed had been attacked. Even then, we hadn’t been able to confirm that Ensign Jenks was Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   That only happened when I’d seen her take out those two enforcement officers.
 
   No one else could conduct an entire room full of crates like that. Nor would they be able to pull the very implant out of a telekinetic warrior’s arm.
 
   Then I’d known.
 
   And for a few minutes, I’d hesitated before contacting the Enforcement Unit and Professor Axis.
 
   Not to hide her identity. But rather to provide me with an opportunity to end it all for her.
 
   That’s what she wanted. I could tell it from her desperate gaze.
 
   And I was more than willing to give her that wish.
 
   Just not yet.
 
   I’d contacted Axis. And strangely, rather than celebrating the possibility of getting his special one back, he’d agreed along with the Ruling Command that it would be just as valuable to leave her with the resistance for now.
 
   Though she did not know this, there were several failsafes built into her implants. They could be activated at a sufficiently close range, and in doing so, we could use her as a weapon.
 
   In one fell sweep, we could have destroyed the resistance.
 
   Now we needed her for another task.
 
   Before leaving the Ra’xon, I had infected Alyssa with a carefully engineered retrograde virus that increased her dependency on 78, making it far easier to capture her when the time came.
 
   Now I leant there, one arm propped against a knee as I tilted my head to stare at her wide open, fear-filled eyes.
 
   “We always knew where you were, Alyssa,” I lied again, letting an almost singsong quality filter through my tone. “Every step of the way, we were there with you. Watching. Waiting,” my tone bottomed out.
 
   If she could have, she would have probably trembled.
 
   “Nothing you ever did, and nothing you will ever do, will let you escape us. You will be part of this family forever.”
 
   More tears streaked down her cheeks until abruptly they stopped.
 
   Surrender. There it was. After all, there was nothing more she could do.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I had no time. 
 
   I felt this wad of terror pushing through my gut. It pushed me on, told me I couldn’t wait. It was far more effective than some drill sergeant shouting over my shoulder or some irate commander snapping orders.
 
   I found the Chief.
 
   We were in her office, the door was closed, and there were barely any other engineers out in the main room.
 
   I stood there for a moment, sweating, visibly shaking.
 
   The Chief scrunched up her brow and looked at me. “You look like hell, Shepherd. But I can’t fix you – you have to go to the Doc for that.”
 
   “I don’t need to be fixed,” I said with a disbelieving shake to my tone. “I need to…” I trailed off.
 
   The Chief stopped what she was doing to swivel her head my way. A frown punched down her chin. “What’s going on? I may not know you very well, but I’ve seen enough to realize you’re on edge.”
 
   She didn’t know me very well. Christ, she was right. I’d only been on the Ra’xon for a handful of weeks.
 
   … She wasn’t going to trust me, was she?
 
   Maybe my desperation punched through my gaze, because the Chief locked two of her hands on the edge of her desk and rose. She walked over to me and stopped, staring up into my eyes. “What?” she challenged.
 
   This was it.
 
   Stop and turn away, or trust in a chance.
 
   The only chance I had.
 
   I winced. “Something isn’t right.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You can’t tell me…” I trailed off.
 
   “I can’t tell you what? Shepherd, just spit it out.”
 
   “Would you tell me something? In your professional engineering opinion,” I got control of myself and spoke my words through clenched teeth, “how did somebody open the door to the life-support systems? And what did they do when they were in there?”
 
   She looked confused for a moment. “Why are you asking this?”
 
   This was it. “Because Commander F’val is lying,” I said.
 
   That statement, it sat there. Sat around the room, like it was some kind of giant rope that was ready to bind me in place.
 
   She didn’t say anything.
 
   I swallowed. “It doesn’t make sense, Chief. He sat there and told the Captain that Jenks is a telekinetic warrior. He sat there and told us that she had the devices and knowledge to get in and mess with the life-support system. That she went after the Omega weapons because her own supply of compound 78 dried up or something. Tell me that makes sense,” my voice shook.
 
   This was it. This was my moment to convince the Chief, and yet I couldn’t marshal my thoughts, couldn’t get them to make sense. Couldn’t formulate an argument convincing enough.
 
   I swore my heart would pull free of my chest and slam to the ground.
 
   I watched her.
 
   She could have thumped one of her many hands onto her command PIP and called for security.
 
   She pushed away from the desk and started walking around it, a thoughtful if somewhat lost expression on her face. “I’ll admit, I’m not used to these telekinetic warriors. But I’ve been looking into them. Looking into what they can do.”
 
   “… And?”
 
   “The Star Forces don’t make mistakes,” she suddenly said.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “Did I ever tell you why I am a member of the resistance?” she suddenly asked.
 
   I said nothing. Just watched her. Confused at the sudden change in topic.
 
   She swallowed. “I saw it. Saw so many talented ensigns and officers be taken away. I come from a very long-lived race, Captain. You may not know this, but I’ve been in the services of the Star Forces for over 200 years. That’s a long time. And I’ve seen it. Time and time again. People being taken away. Oh, the Star Forces make the right excuses. Make it seem reasonable. Make it seem like they were spies, or they were sick, or they just left for a new life. But it was never that way,” her tone dropped.
 
   “Chief, we don’t have much time. I think… I think F’val is the spy. I think he’s here to recapture Jenks.” There it was. I’d said my piece. The truth had spluttered from my lips like blood from an open wound.
 
   Slowly the Chief met my gaze.
 
   “Is there anyway,” I said through clenched teeth, “in your professional opinion, that Jenks could have damaged the life-support system?”
 
   She dropped my gaze. “If you’d asked me a day ago, I would have said no. That was extremely sophisticated sabotage. The more I look into it, the more I realize it wasn’t intended to take out the base, just permanently incapacitate the Ra’xon. It was like the Star Forces were happy enough for us to take the ship, but just not be able to use it.”
 
   I nodded, throat as dry as a desert, breath as short and sharp as a shout. “Could Jenks have done it?”
 
   One lip pulled to the side as she breathed through her teeth. “I don’t know. She would have to be an extremely capable engineer. We’re talking years of training. But if she is a telekinetic spy, then maybe. I have no idea what kind of power they have.”
 
   “Commander F’val insists that she is not that powerful. That she would have used some kind of device to make it through the chamber door. Is that possible?”
 
   Now the Chief’s expression stiffened. She seemed to be surer of herself as her brow crumpled. “Like I said, I’m just starting to wrap my head around the powers of these telekinetic warriors. But if I had to answer… I’d say… someone just pulled that door wide open.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   She sighed. “Lieutenant Commander, I’m trying to tell you that I believe you. I think F’val is lying. Somebody opened the door, and they didn’t use any standard device. I have analyzed it more now, and the pressure patterns throughout the metal… I think they match telekinetic power.”
 
   “So he’s lying,” I said, relief spreading through me so fast it was a surprise I didn’t explode.
 
   She nodded. “He’s lying. Either Jenks is extremely powerful and he doesn’t want us to know…” she trailed off.
 
   “Or?”
 
   She shivered. “I don’t know. The bottom line is, he’s lying. He’s keeping something from us.”
 
   I nodded. I wasn’t ashamed to say a tear or two touched my eyes. I wasn’t about to cry or anything; it was just the relief of the situation. The pressure that had been building to this point. The Chief believed me.
 
   But would she trust me enough to follow me?
 
   I swallowed.
 
   She watched me intently. “You want to confront him, don’t you?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   All six of her arms dropped, and she tipped her head to the side as she stared at me. “What do you want?”
 
   “I want to question Alyssa.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Jenks,” I said in a soft voice.
 
   “… I see. And if we are both wrong, and she’s a spy?”
 
   I let her question sit there. I closed my eyes. I breathed. “F’val is lying. We know that.”
 
   “Yes, we do. But is this a gamble we are willing to throw the resistance away on?”
 
   I shook my head. “Williams will be there. We will take the proper precautions. We just can’t… we can’t let this happen.” My eyes snapped open and I stared at her pleadingly.
 
   She caught my gaze. A second passed, then another, and another. She nodded.
 
   That was all she did. She nodded.
 
   She walked forward and stretched out a hand.
 
   I took it.
 
   She shook it.
 
   All the time staring into my eyes. “Right you are, Lieutenant Commander. I refuse to let another soul disappear into the night. I joined the resistance to do the right thing, knowing full well that sometimes the right thing is the hardest thing you can imagine.”
 
   I found myself smiling.
 
   “Now, didn’t you say we didn’t have any time to waste?” she questioned.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I need you to distract F’val and help us get onto his ship.”
 
   “Leave it with me. Give me 10 minutes to prep, and I’ll be good to go.” She brought all six of her hands together and cracked all of her knuckles. It was like listening to the percussion section of an orchestra.
 
   I found myself grinning.
 
   “We haven’t won yet,” she cautioned.
 
   “Just wait and see, we will,” I promised.
 
   I walked from the room.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   Oh god. I was going back.
 
   I was going back.
 
   That thought, it was all I could think of, the only thing that could echo through my crushed and empty mind.
 
   There was nothing I could do.
 
   Worse, there had never been anything I could do. According to F’val, Professor Axis had always known where I was.
 
   He’d been playing with me.
 
   All this time.
 
   Just another twist in his game. Another attempt to crush me psychologically.
 
   I couldn’t move my body. Whatever F’val had given me, it had virtually incapacitated me. I could move my eyes, but that was it, and even that was painful as hell.
 
   I certainly couldn’t connect to my implants. I had no hope of using my abilities.
 
   I imagined F’val would leave me like this until we reached Professor Axis. And considering the way he’d treated me so far, I doubted I would get any food or water.
 
   F’val seemed to hate me. Truly hate me. I’d never really met the man, but somehow, somewhere along the line I’d earned his disgust.
 
   I didn’t care.
 
   Didn’t care about anything at all.
 
   Because there was no longer any point.
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd had once asked me where my hope was.
 
   It had been disintegrated and blown away on the wind.
 
   I closed my eyes.
 
   There were no more tears to cry.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   This was it. The Chief was ready. Williams was by my side.
 
   The Chief had pulled F’val into a distraction on the other side of the base.
 
   All we had to do was to get into F’val’s ship and get Alyssa off.
 
   There was no point in subterfuge at this juncture.
 
   Both Williams and I walked directly up to F’val’s ship.
 
   There were a few technicians around it, and they shot us inquisitive looks.
 
   “We’re just running some tests; it’s been cleared with the Chief,” I told the most inquisitive technician, “she pulls anyone she can into engineering duties these days,” I quipped.
 
   The technician gave a knowing laugh. “Tell us if you need any help.”
 
   “Will do,” I said with a friendly smile.
 
   As soon as we approached the ship, the small docking bay door slid open to meet us.
 
   “You’re a miracle worker,” I mumbled under my breath, sending a quick prayer of thanks to the Chief wherever she was.
 
   Williams was holding it together next to me, her expression steady.
 
   We both looked like we simply had a job to do.
 
   And we did.
 
   We walked onto the small light cruiser.
 
   As soon as I was inside, I saw how sophisticated it was.
 
   This wasn’t an ordinary light cruiser. This wasn’t the kind of ship a simple commander in the Star Forces could obtain.
 
   It was too well-equipped.
 
   Williams shot me a knowing look.
 
   I nodded.
 
   We made it through the ship.
 
   There were only four rooms.
 
   One of them was separated by a massive thick door.
 
   Just as I wondered how the hell we would get through it, a section of code suddenly blinked across the access panel. Right at the end was a small picture of the Chief with her thumbs up.
 
   I chuckled.
 
   Then the door swung open, and the laughter died in my throat.
 
   The brig was unlike anything I’d ever seen. So reinforced it was as if F’val was planning to trap the sun.
 
   There were shields a meter and a half thick that separated the brig in half.
 
   On the other side of the shield lay Alyssa.
 
   She looked as if she’d just been dumped there. One arm was at an awkward angle, and her hair was a clump across her face, hiding everything apart from one wide open eye.
 
   She locked it on me as I entered.
 
   My heart stopped. I stopped.
 
   I heard Williams hiss. “Are we sure about this?” she questioned.
 
   “Yes.” Without being fully aware of what I was doing, I walked right up to the shield and then leaned down on my haunches, one hand locking onto the floor as the other sat across my knee. I stared at Alyssa.
 
   She stared back.
 
   Tears filled her eyes, and from the look of her blotchy cheeks, they hadn’t been the first she’d cried.
 
   “Work on getting this shield down,” I said to Williams. “Use your powers if you have to.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She did nothing but stand there and stare at Alyssa. At first I wondered if it was anger playing over Williams’ features, then realized what it was. Compassion. The kind of compassion I couldn’t generate, as I had no real idea what Alyssa had gone through.
 
   Williams did. To Williams, Alyssa was a door back into that hell.
 
   “Get to work,” I encouraged.
 
   She nodded.
 
   I knelt there and took a breath. I let it fill my lungs. “Alyssa, we’re going to get you out of here.”
 
   That one eye widened more and more until I thought it would take up her whole face.
 
   “Can you speak?” I asked.
 
   She didn’t say a word.
 
   “Nate, it’s going to take some time to get this shield down. The Chief has given me some help, but…” she trailed off.
 
   “Just do what you can.”
 
   That sense of urgency doubled in my chest until it felt like it was going to tear my sternum in two.
 
   But I couldn’t take my gaze off Alyssa.
 
   I’d never seen someone look more pleading.
 
   I’d never seen someone more vulnerable.
 
   “We’ll get you out of here,” I said through a swallow.
 
   If only she could talk….
 
   I frowned. “Alyssa, blink if you can understand me.”
 
   She blinked.
 
   I smiled.
 
   “F’val works for the Star Forces, doesn’t he? He’s a spy, isn’t he?”
 
   She blinked.
 
   “Nate, she’s not going to be able to tell you much by just blinking,” Williams cautioned.
 
   I knew that. But there was another reason I was making unwavering eye contact with Alyssa – to let her know we were here. That help was at hand.
 
   “How long is it going to take to get those shields down?”
 
   Williams didn’t answer right away.
 
   I twisted hard, snapping my gaze towards her. “How long is it going to take?”
 
   “I have no idea how to get them down,” she suddenly admitted.
 
   It felt like I’d been shot right through the sternum. I almost overbalanced. “What do you mean?”
 
   “There’s so much security in place…” she trailed off.
 
   “Are we going to get caught?” I asked directly.
 
   Williams didn’t answer.
 
   I was suddenly aware of how hard my heart was beating in my chest. Thundering didn’t do it justice – it felt like the wild vibrations of an electron.
 
   Despite my growing fear, I locked my gaze on Alyssa once more.
 
   That’s when I realized she was blinking.… There was a pattern to it.
 
   I shifted as close to the shields as I could.
 
   She was clearly trying to tell me something.
 
   It took me awhile to realize she was using an old form of code.
 
   “Nate,” Williams began.
 
   I tuned her out as I stared Alyssa’s eyes.
 
   ….
 
   “The EV controls,” I suddenly shot to my feet. “Flush out the environmental controls and pump some 78 into the chamber.”
 
   “What?” Williams jerked her head towards me, a few strands of her usually neat hair flicking across her brow.
 
   “Just flush out the EV system.”
 
   “We don’t have any 78 with us.”
 
   “Alyssa said there’d be some on board. I don’t know what I’m looking for – you do. I’ll head to the bridge and access the environmental system, you find the 78.”
 
   Williams held my gaze for one frantic second, then turned.
 
   For the briefest moment, I couldn’t follow through with my own plan. I got stuck looking at Alyssa, that straight cut hair of hers half covering one wide open eye. “Don’t worry,” I said quietly, then I turned hard on my heel, and dashed out of the room.
 
   I threw myself towards the cockpit.
 
   The Chief had already unlocked the controls. I knew I was running out of time though.
 
   I could guarantee F’val would figure out what we were doing sooner rather than later.
 
   Sweat pressed its way down my brow as my forehead grew more and more etched with strained concentration.
 
   I dashed over to the main bridge controls, letting my fingers fly across various panels until finally I isolated the environmental system.
 
   With a few short commands, I flushed out the system, careful not to expel the air into the hangar, but into one of the several holding tanks that would be lodged under engineering.
 
   “Williams, you found the 78 yet?” I twisted my head around.
 
   “No, Williams has not found the 78,” somebody answered.
 
   F’val.
 
   It was over.
 
   It was over.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   He was here.
 
   Nathan Shepherd.
 
   He’d promised he was going to save me.
 
   Save me….
 
   As I lay there, incapable of moving but aware of how wildly my heart beat, I held onto that promise. It filled me up, replaced everything F’val had stripped away.
 
   I wasn’t alone. There was help.
 
   I waited.
 
   The door had closed behind Shepherd and Williams as they’d rushed out.
 
   I waited.
 
   And I waited.
 
   Then the door slid open.
 
   Finally. Finally!
 
   I saw him.
 
   F’val.
 
   He ducked his head around the door, tilted it to the side, made eye contact with me, smiled, turned around, and left.
 
   In those few small moves, he destroyed whatever hope I’d let grow.
 
   I’d been a fool to ever let it kindle in my heart.
 
   F’val was back, and there would be no stopping him.
 
   Desperation welled within me. It was so dense, so complete, it seemed to have its own gravity well. It sucked away every other thought and feeling until all I was was desperation.
 
   It was over.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Commander F’val had a gun in his hand. A smile on his face, too.
 
   The kind of smile I was well-placed to understand. I’d seen it so many times pressing across my father’s face. Cold victory. The feelings of a man who’d conquered all his foes and now had the pleasure of doing whatever he wanted with them.
 
   I twitched towards him.
 
   He took a smooth step back, never dropping the gun, never dropping the smile. “Don’t tempt me, Shepherd. You will find the resistance despises traitors.”
 
   I had to laugh at that. “Yes, F’val, you will find that. Everyone is going to find out what you’ve done.”
 
   “What I’ve done?” He tilted his head to the side, the move frighteningly animalistic. “All I have done is kept the resistance safe.”
 
   “You’re a double agent,” I said, voice like the crack of a whip, “you’ve been feeding information to the Star Forces all this time.”
 
   “My loyalty is unquestionable. Yours, however,” he let his gaze drop to the controls behind me, “has just been tried and tested. You’ve failed, Lieutenant Commander,” his voice bottomed out, and I watched as his grip twitched around his gun.
 
   I clenched my teeth. And I pushed it back. That flicker of uncertainty. The guilt. Guilt at the possibility he could be right.
 
   What if I’d made it all up? What if I’d thrown away my life with the resistance for nothing but feeling?
 
   I watched him smile harder, the move stiff as it crawled up his cheeks and down his neck. You would be forgiven for thinking it was some kind of virus consuming his flesh – it was one of the most wretched things I’d ever watched.
 
   “So what are you going to do?” I backed off towards the controls, letting a finger stretch towards one.
 
   “Don’t move,” he hissed. He lifted the gun higher, that look in his eyes only growing more intense. “I will kill you, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   I looked into his eyes and knew he was telling the truth.
 
   Then that option was taken from him.
 
   I saw somebody shift behind him.
 
   “You’re going to get what’s coming to you,” I suddenly promised F’val in a booming voice, trying to distract him.
 
   Williams.
 
   Williams was okay. She was right behind him, a massive gash down one side of her face, blood spilling over her collar. But she was alive, and she was moving.
 
   She reached a hand towards F’val, eyes wide, jaw clenched.
 
   I saw that specific yellow light leap up over her hand.
 
   She didn’t get the chance.
 
   F’val flicked one finger behind him.
 
   Williams pitched towards the wall.
 
   Then I saw it. The same light leapt up over his arms.
 
   He was a telekinetic warrior.
 
   He was a telekinetic warrior.
 
   Williams fell to the floor. She wasn’t down though. She tried to get to her feet.
 
   With the gun still trained on me, F’val barely looked at her, flicking a hand her way.
 
   Suddenly her whole body was pressed up against the wall as if she’d been rammed into place by a light cruiser. I could see the force pushing against her legs, spreading them flat, pulling at the delicate skin of her cheeks.
 
   “You’ll find you won’t like me when you force my hand,” F’val said through a hiss.
 
   I went to throw myself forward.
 
   He shot me.
 
   Right in the arm.
 
   I span, blood splattering over my neck and cheek. I struck the environmental controls and slid down them.
 
   I was still alive though.
 
   There was a chunk missing from my arm, but I was still alive.
 
   “Now, now, Shepherd, I would rather you didn’t force me to kill you. I imagine your father would like to have a few words with you before you die.”
 
   “You bastard,” I spat. “Let her go.”
 
   Williams’ eyes were wide. She was being pressed further and further into the wall, and all F’val was doing was holding a hand out to her.
 
   “You bastard,” I roared, trying to stand, but failing as my feet slipped through my own blood that had pooled beneath me.
 
   “Shepherd,” he began.
 
   Then there was a beep from his command PIP. “Commander F’val, what is happening in there?” the Captain snapped.
 
   F’val stopped. I watched a calculating expression shift over his features.
 
   He could take the two of us on easily, but could he take on the entire resistance? And could he afford to? The Ra’xon wasn’t ready to take to orbit yet, but that didn’t mean her guns weren’t working. She could obliterate this ship or tear a chunk right out of the hangar bay wall.
 
   Here was my chance. “Captain, F’val is a spy, disable this ship. Disable this ship!” I pleaded, words like blood falling from my mouth as my body rang with pain.
 
   F’val suddenly dropped Williams, shifting his hand towards me.
 
   I felt pain. Pain exploding through my body.
 
   Then nothing.
 
   I lost consciousness.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I waited for F’val to return.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   I was alone. Alone with nothing but my fear.
 
   I knew how men like F’val operated. He would kill Shepherd without pause, Williams too.
 
   They had thrown their lives away on the impossible hope of rescuing me.
 
   I cried. Freely. It was the only way I could express myself. Streams of tears laced my cheeks, wetting my collar, leaving my hair as nothing but damp strands clumped against my face.
 
   But the tears couldn’t do anything. They wouldn’t bring Shepherd and Williams back, and they couldn’t save me.
 
   That’s when I started to feel it.
 
   The sensations running through my body.
 
   Slowly but surely those sensations gave way to movements. Twitches, the slightest contractions of muscle.
 
   I could move. Barely, but I could move.
 
   It wasn’t enough to use my implants. Yet.
 
   Before F’val had come on board, I’d told Shepherd to flush the environmental system. I knew F’val was keeping me incapacitated using a gas being pumped through the air.
 
   Had Shepherd managed to do it? Flush the gas out?
 
   I twitched my finger, lifting it a full centimeter before it fell limp.
 
   If I could have smiled I would have.
 
   I would’ve shrieked for joy.
 
   But there was no point in wasting my energy. Instead I concentrated, and I waited.
 
   Perhaps F’val thought that even without the incapacitating medication doing its job, I would be too weak to fight him.
 
   Perhaps he was wrong.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I woke on the floor of the hangar bay.
 
   Consciousness slammed into me like a freight ship.
 
   My eyes spread wide and a gasp pulled itself from my lips.
 
   That’s when I saw the security guards standing around me, guns pointed my way.
 
   I shifted my head, fighting against the pain to stare up at the men and women around me. All their expressions were locked with suspicion and hatred.
 
   The resistance.
 
   I saw Commander F’val several meters away talking to the Captain.
 
   He hadn’t been captured, and by the looks of it, his ship was fine.
 
   He’d woven another tale and pulled the resistance in once more.
 
   I tried to speak, but it was murder.
 
   That’s when I realized I was still bleeding out. The pain in my arm had been replaced by this overpowering numbness.
 
   I even felt the sticky press of blood underneath my scrabbling fingers.
 
   “Don’t move,” someone snapped.
 
   “Captain,” I managed, the word tearing from my throat, “Captain.”
 
   She moved towards me slowly, head twisting down, expression hardening. “I am not your captain and never have been.”
 
   “Don’t trust him,” I said in a faltering voice, “he’s a spy.”
 
   “Everything has been explained,” she said with a curt snapping tone. “Your treachery has been revealed.”
 
   My world began to spin around me. If I’d let it, it could have taken me back down into sweet unconsciousness.
 
   I fought it. I stared at the Captain, clenched my teeth, forced myself to keep breathing. “He’s a telekinetic spy,” I managed.
 
   The Captain turned from me.
 
   She turned from me.
 
   “No,” I gasped, “you have to believe me.”
 
   “It’s over, Lieutenant Commander,” F’val said. His expression was back to being dutiful. The cold victory was gone.
 
   But I knew it was still there, buried deep in his eyes.
 
   I clenched my teeth together. “What have you done to Williams?” I managed.
 
   “You know fully well what you did to Williams,” the Captain snapped.
 
   My head began to spin again. “F’val attacked her,” I tried.
 
   “Williams is in a coma and is unlikely to wake,” the Captain snapped. “Now remain silent.”
 
   That bastard.
 
   That bastard.
 
   Anger tore through my mind, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t pull myself to my feet. Even if I could, what then? The resistance had turned against me. F’val had spun another clever web. No matter what I said, they wouldn’t believe me.
 
   I was done for.
 
   And yet I couldn’t let go. I clung to hope with more strength than a man clinging to life. “No,” I began.
 
   “It’s over,” F’val said.
 
   Over.
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
   This wasn’t how my life would end. Was it?
 
   My life flashed before my eyes. Not every memory. Not even the big ones. I didn’t see the day I graduated from the Academy. I didn’t see the day I was promoted.
 
   Instead it was all the little moments. The insignificant ones. The ones that defined me far more than any other. Smiles and laughter, tender words and actions.
 
   I kept telling myself that I wouldn’t die like this.
 
   There had to be more I could do.
 
   But what? I was a bloody mess at the feet of people who thought I’d betrayed them.
 
   That’s when I saw her.
 
   The Chief Engineer.
 
   She was standing off to the side of F’val and the Captain.
 
   Just as fear punched through my heart that she could have been the one to turn against me, she made brief eye contact.
 
   She didn’t have to say a word – I understood.
 
   She turned from me. My heart leapt with hope.
 
   There was still a chance.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I could move my hand now. Relish in the feeling of the fingers extending and the palm pressing against the cold floor.
 
   I still couldn’t use my implants. Not yet.
 
   But soon. Soon I’d be able to activate them. I’d be able to break free.
 
   There was every chance, however, that F’val would sweep in before that happened. He would see the twitches in my hands and medicate me again.
 
   But I wouldn’t give in.
 
   I clenched my jaw and concentrated on shifting one finger after another.
 
   Within those fingers, within me, was a power I would soon ignite.
 
   …
 
   Commander F’val
 
   Carefully. I had to take it carefully.
 
   I wanted to go in and check on my prisoner, but couldn’t. I could tell the Captain was suspicious, even if she wasn’t fully aware of it herself yet.
 
   I couldn’t afford to lose my position of influence with the resistance. We weren’t ready to destroy them yet.
 
   They were too spread out. I also needed to leave this planet. Though I could try to battle my way out, all it would take was one person at the controls of the Ra’xon to destroy my ship.
 
   I had to trust Alyssa would be too weak to do anything. Though Shepherd had messed with the environmental controls, I had quickly reversed the changes he’d made.
 
   She should still be incapacitated. Still, keeping her medicated and incapacitated was a delicate process – if I pumped too much of the compound Axis had given me into the air, I could end up killing her.
 
   And we still needed her.
 
   Still, I needed to placate the Captain and leave this planet as soon as possible.
 
   The Captain kept peppering me with questions, and it took a great deal of control not to snap at her.
 
   This was a waste of my time, my intelligence, and my power. If I’d wanted to, I could have torn the head right from the Captain’s neck. I could have plowed through every resistance member, could have mowed them down.
 
   But I had to control myself.
 
   For now.
 
   “I still don’t understand how Shepherd managed to do all this on his own,” the Captain said, voice insistent.
 
   “The details of his treachery will be revealed once you begin an investigation,” I told her for the umpteenth time.
 
   “He seemed so loyal, so willing to go against his father’s wishes.”
 
   “Appearances are often deceiving, especially when the Star Forces are involved. Captain,” I couldn’t quite keep the irritated edge from my tone, “it is imperative that we act quickly. I need to check my ship to ensure that Shepherd hasn’t sabotaged it.”
 
   “Shouldn’t I do that?” The Chief Engineer – who’d been standing to the side throughout this entire conversation – finally swiveled her gaze to me. Two of her six arms were crossed in front of her chest.
 
   She was a hard woman to read.
 
   If she didn’t appear so loyal to the Captain, I would half wonder if she’d had a hand in Shepherd’s actions.
 
   I doubted it, though. The Chief Engineer appeared to be a smart woman. If she’d wanted to disable my ship and break Alyssa out, she would have.
 
   Still I made eye contact.
 
   She didn’t look away.
 
   “Keeping a prisoner like Jenks in place is a delicate business. You aren’t trained in this field. I am. I will check my ship’s systems myself.”
 
   “Oh,” the Chief said as she looked down at the fingers of one hand, turning them over as if she were checking to see they were clean. “You sure you won’t need a hand?”
 
   I stiffened. What was that look in her eyes?
 
   The Captain swept her gaze between the two of us. “It makes sense for the Chief to assist you, Commander. Plus, there are still questions you need to answer,” she began.
 
   I felt that stiff tension shift further through my jaw. It was becoming harder and harder to maintain an even expression.
 
   These fools were getting in my way.
 
   The Chief never stopped looking at me. Finally, however, she unhooked her arms from around her middle. “That ship of yours is pretty nice-looking, I’ve got to admit,” she suddenly said.
 
   I frowned.
 
   “It’s got some great drives on it,” she began, as if she were doing nothing more than bantering. She even brought another hand up and checked the fingernails again. “Yep, fast and powerful, what more would you want?”
 
   “… Thank you, Chief. However, considering the circumstances, perhaps we should—”
 
   “Yep, she’s pretty nice. Pity about the environmental controls, though.”
 
   “Sorry?” I faulted.
 
   I was aware that I could not control my expression, and soon the Captain’s gaze locked on my face.
 
   “I said, pity about the environmental controls.” The Chief pressed one hand into her face, drumming three fingers across her brow.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I felt the tension rise and rise through my chest, spreading into my shoulders and down into each fingertip.
 
   “Oh, they’re easily hackable. In fact, it took me barely two minutes to introduce a command-level virus.” She brought a hand up and pressed the knuckles of one hand into her cheek.
 
   I stopped.
 
   Froze.
 
   Stared at her.
 
   Then slowly I felt the eyes of the resistance lock on me.
 
   “Captain,” I began through clenched teeth, “the Chief is a spy,” I hissed.
 
   “Captain,” the Chief replied in a completely calm tone, “I assure you, I’m not. F’val, here, however, has got a lot of explaining to do.”
 
   The Captain stood there. A pressured kind of confusion swept across her face as she stared between the Chief and me.
 
   The resistance watched the Captain. They would follow her.
 
   “What’s going on here?” the Captain snapped.
 
   “What’s going on?” The Chief shrugged. “Sleeping beauty is about to wake. I’m pretty sure she’ll be happy to tell us what’s going on.”
 
   A breath tore through my chest as I snapped my head towards my ship.
 
   No.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I moved.
 
   I stood.
 
   I pushed myself to my feet. Though my fingers slipped against the floor, I still stood.
 
   My body jerked, shook as if I were about to have a fit.
 
   But I held on. I clenched my teeth, drove my attention through my body, and found my balance.
 
   Then I did it.
 
   I let my fingers spread, and as each peeled back from my palms like petals from a rose, my power ignited.
 
   I screamed and let it go.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   The Chief was still on our side.
 
   I watched F’val back away.
 
   That was all the Captain needed. Her eyes narrowed. “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Watch out, he’s a telekinetic warrior,” I screamed.
 
   Sure enough, F’val took another step back and brought both his arms out. Light exploded down to his fingertips. It shone so brightly it was a surprise I could stare at it without being blinded.
 
   The resistance jerked back, guns pulling high.
 
   They didn’t get a chance to shoot.
 
   With nothing more than the flick of a hand, F’val tugged their weapons free from their grips. He slammed his hand to the left, and the guns sailed across the length of the hangar, smashing into the far wall with such force they would be damaged beyond repair.
 
   “F’val,” the Captain roared as she threw herself forward.
 
   Massive and powerful, she would be able to take down most creatures.
 
   F’val doubled backwards, shunting a hand towards her.
 
   The Captain stopped as if invisible ropes suddenly latched around her body.
 
   F’val did to her what he’d done to Williams. But it was harder. The Captain was powerful, after all. Still, there was nothing she could do as slowly F’val shifted her backwards, the rubber of her shoes squeaking across the floor.
 
   The Chief tried to dart away, but F’val stretched out another hand and locked her in place as well.
 
   “I can pop them,” he warned, voice ripping through the hangar bay and echoing off every wall. “I can pull the blood right out from their veins. So stop, understand?” he bellowed.
 
   The security guards who’d once stood around me now stopped, faces pulled tight with surprise and fear as they stared from the Captain to F’val.
 
   The act was now gone. F’val had no need for it.
 
   “Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with?” he roared. His voice felt like a shot ricocheting around the room.
 
   The Captain made no sound as he held her in place, but the Chief began to groan. I watched as her arms were pulled back at sickening angles.
 
   I had to do something.
 
   I tried to get to my feet, hand slipping in the blood that had pulled beneath my body.
 
   F’val laughed. “Don’t bother, Shepherd. You’re next. Just wait your turn.”
 
   I ignored him. Instead I brought up a hand and surreptitiously tapped my command PIP. “To the bridge of the Ra’xon, destroy the hangar bay,” my voice bottomed out with determination, rattling like a sword.
 
   F’val suddenly shifted towards me, dropping both the Captain and the Chief. I felt myself being pulled up until the tips of my toes were all that touched the floor.
 
   My eyes drew wide as I felt pain explode through my body.
 
   “Don’t bother,” F’val snapped, “they won’t dare.”
 
   I saw the Captain somehow gather the strength to tap her own command PIP.
 
   She didn’t get the chance to speak.
 
   F’val whipped a hand around and the command PIP went sailing through the air far from her reach.
 
   “Destroy the hangar bay,” I screamed. The Ra’xon’s crew couldn’t hear me, but I let my voice echo out nonetheless.
 
   “Belay that order,” someone said.
 
   It wasn’t F’val.
 
   In fact, I saw F’val stop. His face paled. His eyes became so wide they looked as if they would tear holes through the universe.
 
   Footsteps.
 
   I heard footsteps coming towards us. Around the side of F’val’s ship.
 
   I heard him breathe. Watched as his throat punched against his tight collar, watched as his eyes somehow drew even wider.
 
   Then the footsteps came closer.
 
   Someone came into view.
 
   The Chief and the Captain were on the ground 10 meters away, choking, struggling for breath.
 
   The rest of the resistance couldn’t do a thing, too scared that F’val would kill everyone with a single thought.
 
   But the person walking slowly around the side of his ship was another matter. I finally saw her.
 
   Jenks.
 
   Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   Her hair was clumped to the side of her face, her collar was torn, but her face – it was locked with determination.
 
   F’val suddenly dropped me. I saw the fear explode over his face. He threw himself to the side like a man desperately dodging fire.
 
   Alyssa walked towards him, expression impassive. Her gaze, however, was anything but.
 
   I could see the pain, hatred, the anger at what he’d done to her.
 
   F’val skidded to the side, shifting an arm around with so much speed he could have snapped his elbow. Suddenly a crate came spinning from the other side of the room, moving so fast it was nothing but a blur.
 
   Without taking her eyes off him and without stopping her slow and deliberate steps, Alyssa brought a hand up.
 
   The crate stopped.
 
   Right there next to her, a few centimeters from her face.
 
   Then she twisted her hand down and slammed it towards the floor.
 
   The crate went spinning into the floor. It slammed so fast and so hard into the metal plating, that it shattered. The metal split into thousands of tiny scraps.
 
   And Alyssa kept walking forward.
 
   By now I’d fallen to my knees. My hands were the only thing that kept me aloft as my body continued to be racked with pain.
 
   My hands, and the sight before me.
 
   I’d never… I’d never seen anything like it.
 
   The power Alyssa had was unimaginable.
 
   Exhilarating.
 
   She didn’t say a word.
 
   She casually brought a hand up and brushed the hair from her face.
 
   Meanwhile F’val was throwing himself across the hangar bay, skidding to get out of her path. Occasionally he jerked his head around, eyes wide as he stared at her.
 
   “Jenks, end this now,” the Captain commanded, her voice a tortured mess as it came from her crippled throat.
 
   Her order, however, was clear.
 
   Alyssa paused for a moment. She swiveled her gaze to the Captain.
 
   I wondered what she would do.
 
   Had she lost all loyalty for the resistance when we’d turned against her?
 
   The look in Alyssa’s eyes passed.
 
   She turned.
 
   F’val had already made it towards the other side of the room.
 
   He started throwing boxes at her.
 
   It was no use.
 
   The boxes never made it anywhere near Alyssa. With nothing but subtle movements of her fingertips, they would fall out of the air and shatter at her feet.
 
   I was aware of nothing else but what she was doing. Not the pain, not the numbness, not the blood. Just her.
 
   There was a quiet subtle beauty about the way she moved. Despite her terrifying raw power, there was a grace beneath it.
 
   It was like watching the destructive but beautiful power of a supernova.
 
   F’val kept fighting desperately. Throwing anything he could find at Alyssa.
 
   She barely moved her hands. She never stopped walking casually and slowly forward.
 
   Her hair sliced around her face, the movements of her body smooth as she took step after step, slowly following him across the hangar bay.
 
   At one point he reached a gun. My heart punched into my throat as he flung himself at it, grabbed it, punched to his feet, twisted, and shot her.
 
   Or at least he shot towards her.
 
   The bullet peeled off before it could strike her chest, and started to spin around her like an electron around its neutron.
 
   Faster and faster, it span and span until it was nothing but a line of light.
 
   Was I breathing? I didn’t know anymore. It didn’t matter.
 
   I knew I’d never seen anything like this and likely never would again.
 
   It was the stuff of fantasies.
 
   F’val screamed, shooting bullet after bullet towards her, the gun shaking in his hand as the shots spun from the chamber.
 
   Not a single one reached her. Every shot neared her, appeared to lose its momentum, and started to circle her until it looked as if she were encapsulated by a halo.
 
   “End this,” I heard the Captain give another rattling roar as she made it to her feet.
 
   She pulled up the Chief.
 
   Despite the fact it appeared as if two of the Chief’s arms were broken, she could still stand.
 
   With a jerking movement, the Chief flung herself towards F’val’s ship.
 
   “What do you think you’ll do?” F’val suddenly screamed. “You’ll never outrun us,” his voice was a quick loud crack, but the desperation was clear as it poisoned and shook through every syllable.
 
   She didn’t say a word.
 
   She simply kept stopping every futile attempt he made to bring her down.
 
   The light cascading off her arms was different. It wasn’t as violently bright as F’val’s. It was more controlled, more organized, and though she walked quite a distance away, I could still see how patterned the lines of illumination appeared as they plunged into her fingers.
 
   “What do you think will happen?” F’val screamed. “You can’t join them, Alyssa. You’re a liability. We’ve changed you. You need more 78 now. A day. A day is all you’ll have,” he bellowed, voice cutting through the hangar bay.
 
   She didn’t stop, though I fancied she hesitated.
 
   “You’ll run out of 78. I don’t care how many Omega weapons you get your hands on – there won’t be enough. And when you run out,” his voice became singsong, though still cloyingly desperate. Like a man trying to laugh at his impending doom but failing.
 
   Now she stopped.
 
   “A day. A day,” he screamed. “You’ll need more and more. And when it runs out,” he ended his sentence abruptly, trying to throw a box at her head.
 
   The box slammed into the floor by her feet.
 
   But she stopped relentlessly following him.
 
   She just stood there.
 
   She even let the bullets that had spun around her dissipate in flashes of energy.
 
   “Don’t listen to him, keep fighting,” I screamed.
 
   If she heard me, if she believed me, she made no sign.
 
   “You’re a liability. You stay with the resistance, you’ll pull them apart. You’ll run out of 78, then you’ll shatter everything.” He began to laugh. The most hateful noise I’d ever heard.
 
   “Alyssa, it will be fine,” I promised.
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   F’val started to become more confident. Instead of cowering against the wall, he pushed forward, more light spreading over his hands. “You’re only option is to come back. You’re nothing but a ticking time bomb now.”
 
   He walked towards her.
 
   She didn’t do anything. She didn’t back away.
 
   “No, don’t give up,” I pleaded.
 
   Despite my injuries, I started to throw myself forward. Though my movements were jerky, though my boots slipped on my own blood, it didn’t matter.
 
   I threw myself towards her. Locking my eyes on her stiff form. “Alyssa, please,” I begged, determined to do whatever I could.
 
   There were no guns anymore, but I found a large enough piece of twisted metal that I could use it as a weapon.
 
   Theoretically.
 
   In reality, I would have no chance against F’val.
 
   Did that stop me?
 
   No.
 
   I kept jerking towards her, my injured arm limp at my side.
 
   “You’re going to kill everybody, Alyssa,” F’val’s voice kicked up on the word everybody, echoing through the room. “You’ve got no choice but to come with me. You run away to some planet, and it won’t matter. You’ll never get that far. You will tear through any ship, rip through any help. You’re helpless now.”
 
   I watched her hands slowly go limp at her sides.
 
   F’val suddenly jerked the gun up again and fired.
 
   A bullet sailed towards her face.
 
   Just as my heart threatened to shatter in my chest, it stopped. That pulse of light stopped just a few centimeters from her face.
 
   I watched her slowly tick her head up to look at it. Finally I was close enough to see her expression. Her eyebrows were peaked, cheeks pale and slack, eyes locked on that blast of light.
 
   … No. I knew what she was going to do.
 
   No.
 
   I kept throwing myself forward.
 
   “You’ve only got one option,” F’val hissed as he took a menacing step forward.
 
   “Yes, only one option,” she said in a dead voice as she tilted her head back and stared at the bullet.
 
   “No,” I screamed.
 
   She was going to kill herself. To her, that was the only way out.
 
   I wouldn’t let her.
 
   I finally reached her. Despite my damage, I somehow pushed past it and threw myself forward.
 
   I reached Alyssa and slammed into her, wrapping my good arm around her middle, trying to pull her off her feet and out of the path of the bullet.
 
   I watched her eyes draw wide, her hair shift up around her face as total surprise shook through her.
 
   Despite my screams, it was as if she’d forgotten I was there.
 
   It was as if she’d concentrated so fully on the thought of ending it all, that she’d drowned out the rest of the world.
 
   But the rest of the world was still here, and so was I.
 
   I managed to pull her off balance, and she fell to one knee, that bullet zipping past her shoulder and slamming into the floor.
 
   She locked her gaze on mine. Eyes wide. So wide I could see right through to her soul.
 
   Time would have slowed down if it could.
 
   It didn’t have the option.
 
   F’val reached us. “You want the resistance to live, Alyssa, you’ll have to come with me. No options anymore. No options,” he repeated with a scrap of that victorious smile pulling his lips wide.
 
   “Don’t listen to him,” I roared, finally tearing my gaze off her as I span around. That shard of metal still in my hand, I swung it towards F’val, even though the rest of my body exploded in pain at the move. I was lightheaded, there was a terrible ringing in my mind, and I knew I was seconds from falling unconscious.
 
   I didn’t give up.
 
   I had no chance. But that wasn’t the point.
 
   F’val brought up a hand, caught that twisted scrap of metal, and slowly brought his face down to mine. His lips pared back across his teeth, his nose crumpling, his eyes narrowing in focus. “You should have been more like your father,” he hissed.
 
   “Sorry,” I said. Finding the power from somewhere, I brought my knee up and jammed it into his chest.
 
   He mustn’t have been expecting the move. Considering how bloodied and broken I was, my knee connected to his ribcage, and just for a second, he was forced back.
 
   Then he snapped towards me.
 
   I crumpled.
 
   My face slammed against the floor, and as a groan broke through my lips, I felt my body being ground into the floor plating. It was as if a ship had landed on my back.
 
   I had just enough breath, just enough control to whisper her name.
 
   And that was all it took.
 
   The fear, the horror, it fell from her gaze.
 
   Alyssa stood and slammed her hand forward.
 
   The pressure pushing me into the floor stopped abruptly.
 
   I twisted my head to watch her bring two hands up and spread her palms.
 
   F’val froze. Midway through a move, his arms were drawn down to his sides.
 
   She stood there for just a moment, both her hands spread wide, her gaze locked on him.
 
   Again it was as if I could stare right into her soul.
 
   I knew what she wanted, knew what she needed, knew what she feared.
 
   “I won’t let you take my hope again,” she growled.
 
   She spread her hands apart.
 
   Something happened to F’val.
 
   The light from his implants concentrated around his elbows.
 
   He screamed, mouth jerking open in pain.
 
   Two objects came shooting out from his arms.
 
   Blood splattered everywhere, scattering up the wall behind him and down across the floor in an arc.
 
   Just for a second, just for a second she stood above him, her gaze as cold as steel. I worried she would kill him. She had every right to. Yet still the fear at such brutality wound around my gut.
 
   She didn’t.
 
   She took a step back.
 
   F’val suddenly fell to his knees. He rolled onto his side and clutched at his elbows. He shifted his gaze towards her. “I have more implants,” he hissed through white lips. “Finish me off. Take them all,” he goaded her. “If you have the strength. Which you don’t,” his lips jerked around his words as he stared at her, “you might have more power than me, Alyssa, but in the end it will count for nothing. You don’t have the mental strength to do this. To be the special one. In the end, you will die screaming too.”
 
   I thought she’d snap.
 
   She didn’t.
 
   Instead she turned away.
 
   Then I heard something. A strange whirring noise pickup through the hangar bay as if someone were trying to pump the atmosphere out.
 
   Just before I could fear that was what was happening, I smelt a strange scent in the air.
 
   F’val suddenly stiffened, a gasp shooting through his throat.
 
   His body became rigid, convulsed, then lay still.
 
   I watched Alyssa twitch. She swiveled her gaze towards me. “I trust you, Shepherd,” she said, “don’t let me down.”
 
   Then she took a step and fell to one knee, then the other. With her gaze still locked on me, she fell face first into the floor.
 
   Her body jolted for a few terrible seconds before she lay still.
 
   I stared at her. Stared at her for a full minute before I heard people running my way.
 
   Don’t let me down. Don’t let me down. Those words echoed in my mind as the Chief reached me.
 
   Her movements were jerky, and by now it was clear that two of her arms were completely out of action as they lay limply at her sides.
 
   Not too far behind her was the Captain and several security guards.
 
   They reached us.
 
   “What happened?” my voice trembled.
 
   “I recycled the air from F’val’s brig into the hangar bay, reasoning whatever he’d used to stop Jenks could stop them both,” the Chief answered.
 
   I swallowed, tearing my gaze off the Chief to stare at Alyssa and F’val once more.
 
   She lay face down, arms spread at her sides.
 
   My heart practically bled for her.
 
   Ignoring the fatigue that swirled through my body, I jerked my head around to stare at the Captain. “What… what now?”
 
   The Captain took a step back. She shifted her gaze from me, to F’val, to Alyssa, then over her shoulder to the Ra’xon.
 
   As the silence spread, the anticipation stabbed through my heart.
 
   “We have to do the right thing,” I pleaded.
 
   Finally the Captain’s gaze returned to me then dropped to Alyssa. For a few seconds she said nothing. “Don’t worry, Shepherd. We will.”
 
   Thank you for reading Episode Two.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Episode Three
 
   Hell’s Gate
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   So this was it.
 
   Nothing would be the same again.
 
   The things I’d seen… dammit, I couldn’t wipe them from my mind.
 
   Alyssa had the power of a god.
 
   A trapped god.
 
   She could fling a man across the room, she could cause an earthquake, but she couldn’t stop herself from shaking. She couldn’t prevent the tremors from crossing through her body, the sweat from drenching her brow, and the fear from curdling through her heart.
 
   Maybe once or twice as a kid I’d imagined what it would be like to have incredible powers. Now I knew the truth.
 
   And the horror.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I didn’t wake. Not properly.
 
   I drifted in and out of awareness. My consciousness felt like it had been spread thin.
 
   I was only vaguely aware of my surroundings. But there was one thing I did know. I was still on the resistance base. Every now and then through the haze of faces and shapes and colors, there was one thing I recognized.
 
   Nathan Shepherd.
 
   Even though I could barely hold onto my thoughts, I couldn’t push away my fears. I still remembered the fight, the fact I’d revealed my powers, and far worse than that, what F’val had told me. I would now need more compound 78 to survive. So much, that I would soon blow through the massive supplies of the resistance.
 
   Through my diffuse feelings and thoughts, one emotion settled deep in my gut. Dread.
 
   I may have won against F’val, but the real battle was still ahead of me.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
    “We have to do something,” I insisted as I pressed the white protruding knuckles of one hand hard into the desk before me. I stared directly at Lady Argoza. Sitting alongside her was the Captain, J’lax, and several other key members of the resistance. “We can’t leave her like this,” my voice began to crack.
 
   It felt as if I’d barely slept in days. Though I’d hit the sack, my dreams were too wild, too torturous. Every time I closed my eyes I would see flashes of F’val’s sneering face. Of the power cascading off his arm. And it would all remind me that the galaxy I’d once known was not the one that now lay before me. For years, for my whole goddamn life, I’d been living in a bubble. Now the walls had shattered and I was lying there exposed and alone.
 
   “We are doing something, Nathan,” Lady Argoza said in a soft gentle tone.
 
   There was once a time when that tone alone would have calmed me, let alone the tender look she gave me.
 
   Now it did nothing but twist the nerves further and further around my gut, tighter and tighter, as if someone was tying a noose around my middle.
 
   Ever since the incident, as we were calling it, a growing anxiety had swelled within me. It wasn’t just at the prospect of the damage F’val had done as a double agent. It was at the fact that we were standing on a precipice, and none of us – not one goddamn person – knew how far we would fall.
 
   “Keeping the both of them sedated is the best course of action for now,” Lady Argoza said as she tilted her head to the side, her startling eyes locking on me as she spread her hands on the table before her.
 
   J’lax, who was sitting to her left, hadn’t moved a muscle the entire time. His arms were crossed in front of his chest, every muscle tense as they protruded against the fabric of his black tunic. His expression, as always, was one of barely disguised hatred.
 
   “We can’t keep them sedated forever,” my voice shook. “It’s not safe. Plus, we have no idea what the long-term effects of using that chemical are. We need to face that we have no idea what’s going on here.”
 
   The base’s science team had been able to replicate the chemical F’val had used to suppress Alyssa. We were currently using it to keep the both of them sedated. But if you asked me, it was tantamount to murder. We had no idea what that chemical would do to them. Though the base’s scientists, assisted by the Ra’xon’s medical team, were trying their hardest to study it, their revelations couldn’t come quickly enough.
 
   “Please, Nathan, we’re doing everything we can. We all understand that this is a difficult situation,” Lady Argoza began.
 
   “Difficult?” my voice rang within incredulity. “This isn’t difficult, Lady – it is beyond us. F’val,” I pointed a stiff finger at the desk, “has been spying on the resistance from the beginning. Who knows what secrets he has shared? The Star Forces will know everything he did.”
 
   “That’s why we’re leaving.” The Captain shifted back in her seat, shooting me what should have been a cautioning look. But as she kept saying, she was hardly my superior anymore.
 
   “Not quickly enough. It’s been a day and a half. We should have dropped everything and run the first day.”
 
   “The Chief has almost finished the repairs to the Ra’xon. We will be evacuating the base within the next 12 hours,” the Captain said.
 
   “That’s not good enough,” I spoke through gritted teeth. “Have you forgotten who we’re dealing with?”
 
   “None of us have forgotten the brutality of the Star Forces,” Lady Argoza said, a slight shake to her tone.
 
   “I’m not talking about the brutality,” I didn’t even bother to look at her. Instead I locked my attention on the Captain. Maybe once upon a time the quality of my gaze would have been considered insubordinate. I honestly didn’t care anymore. This resistance was fracturing underneath itself. There were too many opinions, too many goals. They were allowing themselves to be pulled in every which direction, when the only thing, the only thing they should be concentrating on was destroying the Star Forces.
 
   “What are you talking about?” The Captain did not blink once as she held my gaze.
 
   “I know my father,” I said, voice suddenly dipping low, registering barely above a whisper, “it’s not brutality you have to worry about – it’s efficiency. The Star Forces aren’t gonna hunt us down and chop our heads off. They’re going to choose the path of least resistance. They never waste resources. And we need to face it – currently the easiest way of destroying the resistance, is letting us destroy ourselves.”
 
   Lady Argoza recoiled from my comment. J’lax actually growled. The Captain, however, didn’t make a move. Not one twitch. Not one blink. “I realize you have certain misgivings about the way the resistance is currently being run,” she began.
 
   “Why the hell are we listening to this guy?” J’lax suddenly snapped. “He said it himself,” he turned on me, gaze cold, every muscle in his neck tense as he twisted around to face me, “he’s the son of Admiral Shepherd,” J’lax spoke through clenched teeth, flashes of white enamel visible between his white pressed lips.
 
   Tension snapped through me. I could feel it pull up my back, squeezing every muscle until I was as tight as a coiled spring.
 
   I felt them – everybody’s eyes lock on me.
 
   It was my turn to pull my lips slowly back from my teeth. “And? What’s your point?”
 
   J’lax’s gaze could have burned brighter than any star. “That you’re about as trustworthy as your old man. We shouldn’t be listening to him.” J’lax turned from me and faced Argoza.
 
   For her part, she looked lost as she stared between the both of us.
 
   “Nathan Shepherd’s lineage is of no particular concern,” the Captain said in a measured tone, exactly the same kind of authoritative but calm tone she might use on a wayward recruit.
 
   I was surprised when it actually appeared to work on J’lax. Or maybe it wasn’t her tone – maybe it was the massive imposing woman behind it. J’lax may have been from a warrior clan, but my money would always be on the Captain.
 
   “Nathan Shepherd has already proved his loyalty. It will do us nothing to continually revisit these questions. If we wish to succeed in our fight against the Alliance – and we must succeed,” her tone dipped low, reverberating through the room like the beat of a drum, “we must put aside our differences and work together.”
 
   I thought the Captain’s patriotic speech would work on J’lax, then he slid his gaze back to me, and I saw that exact same flare of anger.
 
   Sooner or later, I was sure we would come to blows. And considering the exact level of enmity behind that stare, it would likely be sooner.
 
   Let it come, I thought bitterly as I narrowed my eyes and glared right back at him.
 
   “This isn’t helping,” Lady Argoza said as she shifted back in her chair and arranged her hands neatly on the table in front of her. Though her movements were always graceful and well-placed, the expression she wore was strangely frazzled. For someone as well-kempt and as composed as her, it was an unnerving sight. It made me wonder how terrible I looked. Still, better to look like hell than be dead.
 
   I was the only one standing. I’d stood long ago when the rising tide of frustration and fear had pulled me off my seat like a wave crashing to shore. I still felt it swelling within me – that never-ending cascade of nerves growing stronger and stronger like a fire gorging itself on oxygen. “The Star Forces aren’t going to wait around to let us leave,” I said through an exasperated sigh, “leaving in 12 hours isn’t good enough. I guarantee you they will have ships here before then.”
 
   Maybe it was the exact shifting tone behind my words, or maybe it was the look plastered across my creased and pale face – but everybody fell silent. And the silence was edgy, as if it jittered in place like a shivering man.
 
   “I am inclined to agree that if we can leave sooner, we must,” the Captain said.
 
   “But it’s going to take time to abandon this base. We can’t leave all these resources behind. We sacrificed too much to obtain them,” Lady Argoza countered immediately, her tone pleading but still firm with resolve.
 
   I stood there and gritted my teeth. “Our lives are worth more than these resources, Lady. Without them, there will be no rebellion. If we have to start all over again, so be it. But if we lose our lives, if we lose the Ra’xon, and… all those aboard…” I stumbled over my words, pushing away the one thought that came to mind whenever I considered what was at stake. Alyssa.
 
   The Captain put up a hand, spreading her stiff fingers wide. “We understand the stakes, Lieutenant Commander. As I said, I concur. I believe that our immediate departure is far more important than stripping this base of everything we can. And I fear you are right. The Star Forces will be on their way. We now have something they want.”
 
   It happened – as soon as the Captain said that simple phrase, I stiffened. From my toes to the tip of my head, every muscle locked in place like mag clamps docking a heavy cruiser.
 
   It had only been a day and a half, but every passing second, every goddamn passing second I thought of her and what she meant.
 
   “We still need to discuss what we will do with her,” the Lady Argoza suddenly said.
 
   “That is not a discussion for us,” the Captain replied immediately. “Alyssa Nightingale’s fate will affect the future of the resistance. It is not up to us to decide what will happen next. We must bring this information and Alyssa to the ruling council.”
 
   I couldn’t speak. I didn’t want to. I couldn’t even make sense of the sudden rush of anger that slammed into the center of my chest and felt like it would tear through my very ribcage.
 
   Slowly one hand curled into a fist.
 
   J’lax saw it. In fact his head twitched towards me like a cat activated by movement. I watched a snarl pull its way over his lips. “Don’t even bother, fly boy – no one cares what you think.”
 
   I ignored him. I looked straight past at the Captain and Argoza. “Doesn’t Jenks get a say? I mean, Alyssa,” I said through clenched teeth.
 
   The Captain was the only person who could hold my gaze, but I fancied even for her it was hard. She would have far more experience in delivering uncomfortable news. Lady Argoza simply looked away.
 
   “She is a risk,” the Captain said flatly. “A weapon. We need to treat her like one.”
 
   My mouth jerked opened with such speed it was a surprise I didn’t shatter my jaw and send scraps of bone tumbling across the table.
 
   She put up a hand immediately, the move so quick it reminded me of the inherent power in her form. “But we will still treat her like a person. We are not the Alliance,” she said every word slowly, haltingly, as if she were giving me the time I needed to understand each in turn. She also stared at me directly, her head slightly angled down until her ocular ridges cast her eyes into shadow. “We will consult with Alyssa. We will try to help her. But for now we must prioritize keeping her away from the Alliance. We must also take her to our primary scientific facility. Like it or not, Lieutenant Commander, she could hold the key to undermining the Alliance. Plus, for all we know, she is just the beginning of a new kind of soldier. You saw what she could do,” the Captain paused for a few seconds as she held my gaze with all the force of 1000 hands, “and you know we can’t allow that kind of power to go unchecked.”
 
   If it were anyone else telling me this, I would dismiss them.
 
   The Captain pulled it off, though, with her sheer sense of command.
 
   Still, the anger burnt within me. The anger that I couldn’t do more, that I’d been thrust into this situation in the first place, and worse, that Alyssa had, too.
 
   I couldn’t get that smile out of my head. It felt like somebody had carved it into my grey matter, driving it as deep into my brain as they could. That laugh too – that light, melodious, funny laugh. It was echoing in my ears, and there wasn’t a goddamn thing I could do to push it away.
 
   “Nathan, we will do everything we can for her. And the resistance is doing everything they can to clear this base so we can escape soon.”
 
   It took me a long time to slowly swivel my gaze towards Argoza, even longer to twist my stiff neck until I faced her in full. “Soon won’t be soon enough.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   In my brief moments of lucidity I started to realize where I was. The medical bay aboard the Ra’xon. I was being held behind category 10 shields.
 
   Like a monster. Like a dangerous, unpredictable specimen they expected to wipe out the ship.
 
   But then he would come along. Briefly. And he’d always smile down at me. Though my eyesight was bleary, and I could barely pay attention to any of the details around me, I recognized the smiles, if only for how they made me feel.
 
   Then I’d slip back into the paranoia that had engulfed my heart. The fear at what would come next.
 
   The resistance had me now, and my future would be dictated by their fears. If they were too scared of what I could do, they would kill me. They would be far too fearful that if I fell into the Alliances’ hands I would become a super weapon. And yet they would know that they couldn’t hold me themselves. Without a continuous escalating supply of compound 78, I would become a liability. One that could tear the ship apart.
 
   So it was only logical to assume that they would come to that decision. That they would decide to execute me.
 
   … I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Would it be liberating to be torn from this curse of a life?
 
   … No. I didn’t want to die. Of that I was sure. And yet I couldn’t see how my life could turn out differently. Even if the resistance decided not to kill me, there was every chance the Alliance would capture me once more.
 
   Then… then I’d be virtually dead anyway. They’d find another way to crush my soul, until I was nothing but a faint shadow of a mind operating their telekinetic weapon.
 
   I saw another shadow above me, or was it to my left?
 
   It seemed far away yet close at the same time as my brain tried desperately to resolve the shadows and light swirling around me.
 
   Then I saw it. That smile. Slowly shifting across his face. “We’re doing everything we can, Alyssa. You’ll be fine. You’ll be fine,” he repeated.
 
   I held onto his words as I slipped back into a restless sleep.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I didn’t know what I was doing here.
 
   She was drugged. Sure, occasionally she thrashed about on her bed, but all her readings showed that she was unconscious save for a few precious spikes of awareness.
 
   I took a step back from the massive intense flickering field that separated her from the rest of the med bay. I brought a hand up and let my fingers drop across my lips and down my sweaty chin. I let my hand fall until it banged into the side of my thigh. Then I made a fist and struck my leg once more.
 
   I locked my eyes on her and didn’t turn away. Didn’t blink. Didn’t want to. I didn’t want to move either. I wanted to stay here until everything made sense. Or, better than that, everything went back to normal. As terrible as it sounded, I almost wished that I could dial the clock back and just forget everything I’d learnt. Forget about the resistance, forget about the atrocities the Alliance had committed – wipe it all away and just return to commanding the Godspeed. I can’t say I’d been happy back then, but I’d been a hell of a lot happier than now.
 
   “You’re a good man,” someone suddenly said from behind me.
 
   I stiffened, turning, confusion crumpling my brow.
 
   Then I saw Williams. She was on a bed over to the left. Somehow I’d walked right past her.
 
   Maybe surprise registered clearly over my face, because she laughed. “You didn’t see me here, did you? Only have eyes for Alyssa, ha?” Though her tone was playful, her gaze was direct.
 
   I swallowed. Then I smiled. “How are you holding up?” I let my gaze flick across her form. She’d had extensive skin and muscle grafts over the left side of her body. Apparently when she’d been brought in, she’d been a sight.
 
   F’val, the monster, had practically killed her. All with his mind. All without technically lifting a finger.
 
   I curled a hand into a fist, driving my fingers as hard into my palm as I could, feeling the tension refer all the way up into my shoulder and neck.
 
   Williams glanced at my fist then back at my face. “It’s okay, Nathan,” her tone dropped low, so low I could barely hear it, “you don’t have to feel sorry for me.”
 
   “Sorry? I don’t feel sorry,” I said, voice shaking with barely suppressed anger, “I feel… I feel… there was nothing I could do,” my voice suddenly cracked. “Not a goddamn thing. F’val was too quick, too strong, too—”
 
   She put up a hand, her good hand – her other arm was still out of action as new nerve endings were regrown. “It’s okay,” she closed her eyes, “I understand.”
 
   … She did, didn’t she? Because even though she was a telekinetic warrior just like F’val, he’d been far too powerful. She’d never had a chance.
 
   I stood there, stiff as a plank of wood until finally she opened her eyes. I expected her to cry, or at least shed a tear or two at what had happened to her, but she didn’t. Instead there was a quiet restful surrender about her. It didn’t comfort me. Just made me feel sick.
 
   I curled my other hand into a fist.
 
   Again she glanced at it. “Nathan, don’t dwell on it. Just let it remind you why we’re doing this.” Williams stopped looking at me and instead let her gaze drift past until it locked on the category 10 force field keeping Alyssa in place.
 
   A chill raced down my back, leaving every hair, no matter how small, standing on end. Slowly, agonizingly slowly, I turned to face Alyssa once more.
 
   “What do you think they’ll do with her?” Williams suddenly asked.
 
   I wish I knew. I couldn’t stop myself from speculating, though. While I hadn’t met the rest of the resistance, I doubted they were any more organized than the small faction here. And while I knew intrinsically I could trust the Captain, who knew how the rest of the resistance would conduct themselves? If they were scared enough, if they were stupid enough… they’d kill her, wouldn’t they? They’d deem Alyssa Nightingale too risky, and they’d execute her.
 
   Maybe Williams knew what I was thinking because she let out a sudden hiss of a breath. “You need to have more faith, Nathan. That’s the one thing they try to destroy in the Alliance, but the one thing you need to reclaim if you want the resistance to succeed.”
 
   It wasn’t her words so much as the way she said them. The soft certainty. It caught my attention and pulled my head around until I was staring at her once more.
 
   She slowly let her gaze drift towards me. She didn’t say anything, not for a few long seconds. “Thank you,” she finally managed.
 
   My brow compressed so hard over my eyes it was a surprise I could see. “What? What on earth are you thanking me for? I’ve done nothing—”
 
   She put up her good hand once more. “You’re here, Nathan, and that’s all that matters. I know you can make a difference.”
 
   I curled a hand into a fist once more, this one harder, tighter, my fingers practically piercing into the flesh. “Stop saying that,” I said through clenched teeth, “there’s nothing I can do. I’m not a telekinetic warrior, and I don’t have the scientific and technical prowess to understand what you are. There’s nothing I can bring to the resistance, and there’s nothing I can do to stop…” I turned and faced Alyssa once more, the words drying up in my throat.
 
   “Give yourself time. Sometimes the people who make the most difference aren’t the most powerful; they’re the ones who sit tight and wait for the right opportunity.”
 
   I wanted to dismiss her words, but couldn’t. I even felt a small smile creep across my face. “Since when did you become an optimist?”
 
   She let out a soft laugh. “Since I found something worth dying for,” she answered directly.
 
   I swallowed. Slowly. Drawing in a deep breath through my nostrils as I did. I watched Williams, and she held my gaze.
 
   “I don’t care what the odds are, Nathan – I only care that we’re doing the right thing. And we are.”
 
   I found myself nodding.
 
   Suddenly my comm PIP crackled. It was such an unexpected noise that I jolted with surprise. “Shepherd here?” I managed, trying to quell my suddenly thumping heart.
 
   “Come to the bridge,” the Captain said, “now.”
 
   “On my way.” I turned sharply, heading for the door. Before I reached it, I turned back to Williams briefly.
 
   She was watching me intently. “I don’t think you’re a god, I don’t think you’re a golden boy, I don’t think you’re the most incredible recruit the Star Forces ever produced. But I think you’re a good man, one who looks for the right opportunities and knows when to act. And Shepherd, that’s all that matters.”
 
   I felt emotion shift through me, washing up my cheeks and over my brow, lifting my forehead towards my hairline. Then I forced myself to take a step back, and another, and I turned, shoes squeaking on the polished floor.
 
   I headed to the bridge.
 
   Even before I reached it, I knew something was happening. I passed a few stiff-lipped ensigns in the corridors, their expressions grim.
 
   There it was again – that flare of fear in my gut. It felt as if I’d swallowed a flame, one that hadn’t been extinguished by my throat and had bypassed every attempt to suppress it.
 
   By the time I finally reached the bridge, my heartbeat had doubled.
 
   As soon as the doors opened in front of me, I saw the Captain standing, her stiff back to me as her head angled towards the floating view screen. “We’ve got multiple targets entering the system,” she said.
 
   I shivered. A quick hard move that shifted down my back and shook all the way through my legs. I still pushed forward though. “What do we do? What kind of targets?”
 
   “Long-range attack vessels. Nothing the Ra’xon can’t handle, but I fear that’s not their target.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’ve seen this attack pattern before.” The Captain did not turn to me, and instead kept her shifting gaze locked on the floating view screen. Battle and sensor data appeared in a constant stream down the left-hand side. Though it would be gobbledygook to most recruits, the Captain would understand it perfectly. And it did not bode well.
 
   I took a stiff breath and waited for her command.
 
   “I’ve seen this kind of attack formation before,” the Captain repeated. She pointed a stiff finger at the blips of sensor data on the view screen before her. “Those ships are going to land and attempt to take this base by force. If they do it quickly enough, they’ll be able to stop the Ra’xon from taking off.”
 
   I didn’t ask the obvious question. Why bother landing when they could just bombard the base from the atmosphere?
 
   The answer was: they wouldn’t dare. Because there was something on this ship they wanted, wasn’t there?
 
   Alyssa.
 
   If I’d had any doubt that the Alliance would do anything to get her back before, this washed away that doubt completely.
 
   “We need to mount a ground offence,” I said automatically.
 
   “Yes,” the Captain agreed, “that’s why you’re here. You’re going to direct it. I don’t know what kinds of soldiers the Alliance is sending, but you need to be prepared.” Finally she turned to me. It was a stiff quick move, her head jerking to the side as her gaze locked on me. “You need to buy the Ra’xon the time to lift off. While we’re still in transport range, we’ll beam you out. But you need to give us that window of opportunity to reach the atmosphere. We’ll be vulnerable while we’re taking off. This ship wasn’t designed to land, after all.”
 
   I nodded, mind still whirling through the possibilities. A land attack on a planet like this was a nightmare. Not only was the damn thing half desert and half ice, but this base was a warren. I’d also not had the opportunity to explore it completely. I didn’t know all the positions that would offer optimal defense. I’d barely been out of the Ra’xon and the hangar bay.
 
   “Work with the resistance security,” the Captain commanded, “take the resources you need. I can’t give you everyone, though. We have to speed up repairs. The Chief has got every able body working on engineering. It will be a close call,” she said, voice dipping low.
 
   I felt a shiver cross down my spine. It was so strong and so fast it could have shattered every bone in my back. I clenched my jaw and forced myself to nod. “How long until they arrive?”
 
   “The computer’s current estimate is 30 minutes. The resistance has already deployed security satellites into space, and they will offer some flack. But you need to prepare, and you need to prepare now.”
 
   I took a snapped step back and nodded my head. Then I turned hard on my foot, my boots squeaking as I shifted my weight and pushed forward. I practically threw myself at the electronic doors that separated the bridge from the hall beyond.
 
   I’d never felt my heart thumping so hard in my chest. Though I’d faced danger before, this was different. Back then, back when I’d been nothing more than a lieutenant commander in the Alliance, I’d been under the false assumption that there was little in this galaxy our technology could not overcome. Give me a gun and a great set of armor, and I’d be able to fight almost anything.
 
   Now I realized how wrong I’d been. It didn’t matter how expensive my armor was or how far my gun could shoot, if I was up against more of those telekinetic warriors, I was mincemeat.
 
   Still, I pushed myself forward. If only because of what Williams had said. I may not have been the most powerful of men, nor the most able, but if I waited for an opportunity and took it, then there was every chance I could win.
 
   Or at least live long enough to fight another day.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   Something was happening. The red alert was blaring. It was hell lying here on this bed, slipping in and out of consciousness. I would realize there was something wrong, only for my addled mind to slip back into confusion.
 
   I could see the flickering red lights though, hear the klaxon as it shook up from the very floor.
 
   I couldn’t really feel my fear though. My sensations, if they were there, were weak, as if someone had stretched them thin.
 
   Still, I was vaguely aware of the other people in the med bay rushing to and fro. If I’d had the ability to speak, I would have demanded to know what was going on. Instead I just lay there, imagining the worst in fitful bursts before my mind sank back into an uneasy fog.
 
   The Star Forces had to be attacking, I realized in my haze.
 
   They were here to drag me back to hell.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   This would be impossible, but I was still willing to try.
 
   We had no other option.
 
   I stood there at the mouth of the primary ice cave, head tilting up as I took in the cavernous ceiling above. It was a massive room, and looked sturdy enough, but by my estimation the crystalline ceiling could cave with enough pressure. And I expected more than enough pressure.
 
   The resistance weren’t built for ground defense. They were a secretive and furtive organization that relied on surprise attacks usually orchestrated by spies within the Star Forces. So they weren’t equipped for something like this. Not physically and not mentally. I quickly realized that the majority of the resistance while made up of ex-Star Forces personnel, didn’t include many combat specialists.
 
   I was virtually on my own, forced to cobble together a ground force with what I had.
 
   There wasn’t much equipment either. I’d selected a set of Phage armor. Over 50 years old, it wasn’t a match for most of the new sets coming out at the Star Forces research division, but it was reliable. Unlike a lot of the new prototype armor, it had been field tested for centuries. With a few quick upgrades, it would have to do. Plus, there was something to be said for its old, battered texture. Unlike new armor, it wasn’t sleek and reflective like a case of black diamond. Rather, it looked like it had seen a war or two. Which, to my mind, meant it had survived a war, too.
 
   While the Ra’xon had the facilities to synthesize better armor, we couldn’t afford the resources. Plus, said armor would have to be adapted to the conditions of this planet.
 
   Everything would take time, and we simply didn’t have it.
 
   I grabbed what guns I could – two steady-hold roundabout handguns, a tri-phasic pulse rifle, and an electrified gauntlet for close combat.
 
   The trained, organized part of my mind kept telling me it wouldn’t be enough. I tried to suppress those thoughts, but they kept bubbling up. Before I’d been thrust into this impossible adventure, I’d made a name for myself in the Star Forces as being an astute strategist. I had a natural talent for knowing how many resources it would take to win a skirmish.
 
   And I knew we were now on the losing side.
 
   “Shore up the duri shields,” I suddenly snapped at a scurrying ensign.
 
   Beside them was an ex-pirate. The guy shot me a challenging look, and I angled my helmet to the side, repaying his stare in-kind.
 
   This – this was why we had no chance of defending this base. The subpar armor and weapons were one thing, the lack of training was far more important. I just knew that as soon as the first weapons’ fire sliced across this cavernous ice hall, my cobbled together forces would fall apart.
 
   My heart was hammering in my chest, but I was only half aware of it. Instead my mind sank into the sinking feeling shifting through my gut. It felt like someone was trying to push me through the very floor.
 
   “No, don’t put that there,” I suddenly bellowed at an ex-pirate. Though we’d offered the guy a full set of armor, he’d refused. He had a breastplate, but had forgone a helmet for goddamn warpaint. “The class III shields have to go in the hangar bay.”
 
   The guy didn’t do anything. He just stood there and glowered at me, crinkled face just visible under the swathes of white and red warpaint that covered his cheeks and forehead.
 
   “Since when do you get to order my men around?” a low warning tone punched out from behind me.
 
   I knew who it was long before I turned sharply on my heel. I swore, the bitter word twisting through my throat. “This again?” I asked through clenched teeth as a tide of anger swept over me. “You know I’ve received orders from the Captain. You know I’m the best equipped to lead this mission. Stop questioning my authority,” I practically bellowed, my snapped words echoing through the room.
 
   Most people stopped to stare at us, though the Star Forces personnel at least continued to work at the same time. The pirates, however, stood there, barrel chests pushed out as they watched their leader. To them, this would be an all-important showdown. If J’lax won the argument, they wouldn’t follow me. And when the time came and the Star Forces invaded, we’d crumble instantly.
 
   I took a snapped step towards J’lax, enjoying the echoing sound of my armor-cased boot as it slammed against the ice floor. “You will fall into line,” I snapped. I was still wearing my helmet, but as I brought a hand up and stabbed a finger into the release button, it swished back to reveal my face.
 
   J’lax did not step back. He stood there, his sleek smooth body armor glimmering in the cold light of the cavern. “She’s not my captain,” he said simply.
 
   I let my lips pare back across my teeth, pushing wide until they showed my full set of clenched molars. “She’s a leader in the resistance. You will follow her orders. If not because it’s required of you, then because you’re smart enough to know that she is the only one who can get us out of here. We have to buy the Ra’xon enough time to initiate its takeoff maneuvers.”
 
   “I don’t need a summary from you, fly boy – I know what the stakes are. But those are my men,” J’lax nodded stiffly towards the pirates, “and they follow only my orders.”
 
   “Then get the hell out of the resistance,” I spat as I sliced a hand towards the door. “You’re a liability if you think like that. Go on the Ra’xon and cower in the corner – we can’t use you here.”
 
   All the color drained from J’lax’s face, but it wasn’t through shock or fear. Just the rising tide of confrontation.
 
   He finally took a snapped step towards me, the move so quick my stomach lurched in anticipation of an attack.
 
   It didn’t come.
 
   “What’s going on here?” somebody asked.
 
   It was the Lady Argoza.
 
   Both J’lax and I twisted our heads around to watch her as she came marching into the cave.
 
   J’lax’s expression softened, but only by a micron. “My Lady, I regret to inform you that I can’t work with him. He’s going to get us all killed.”
 
   My hand twitched into a fist. It took all of my training – all of my willpower – not to slice forward and punch him on the jaw.
 
   The Lady Argoza approached us. She was no longer wearing the flowing purple and white silk robes of her House – she’d changed into a blue and black jumpsuit. There was even a gun at her side.
 
   She considered the both of us in silence, then her gaze slipped towards me. “We’re relying on you, Lieutenant Commander,” she said bluntly. “We have five minutes before those ships reach the atmosphere. Our security satellites should be able to hold them back for 10 minutes or so, but we can’t guarantee anything.”
 
   I stared at Argoza, I mean really stared at her. Possibly for the first time. I looked past the startling eyes, the pretty complexion, the stunning bone structure. I’d always thought she was one of the kindest people I’d ever met. But there was more to her, wasn’t there? A determination I was only now starting to appreciate.
 
   “I can’t work with him,” J’lax said once more. “I refuse to kowtow to fly boy, especially the son of Admiral Shepherd,” his voice dropped so low it sounded like a menacing growl.
 
   It would have been easy to tear my gaze from Lady Argoza and snap towards J’lax.
 
   I didn’t. I kept looking right at her. “I need to warn you, there is every chance we will not be able to fight off their attack. We don’t have the resources. We need to start setting explosives.”
 
   “Explosives?”
 
   “It’s our only chance. The Ra’xon’s shields should be able to protect her. But if we face a full incursion before she’s taken off, I guarantee you that with the security forces we’ve currently got, we will not be able to hold the Star Forces back. Our only hope will be to rig most rooms to explode. That way we can drive the incursion forces back.”
 
   Her expression stiffened with a twitch, but her gaze dropped to the ground. “I had hoped that we wouldn’t have to destroy this base, that one day we could come back to it and fight the Star Forces off. You wouldn’t believe how many lives we lost to set this base up.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” I said quickly, words running together, “none of that matters now. Surviving is our only priority.”
 
   “Stop dismissing everything we’ve fought for,” J’lax snapped.
 
   “You want to honor everybody who sacrificed for you? Live another day,” I said through clenched teeth as I finally turned to him. “And if you won’t accept my authority, fine. Escort the Lady Argoza back to the Ra’xon. This is the last time I’m going to offer you that option. If you ignore me, and choose to stay, you will follow my command.”
 
   J’lax didn’t make a movement. He looked like a tiger ready to pounce.
 
   “Gentlemen,” the Lady said in a subdued tone that nevertheless still rang with authority, “you will work together. J’lax,” she finally turned, staring at him for a few seconds until she caught his attention in full, “work with Nathan. I know it’s hard for you, I know what the Star Forces did to your people, but he’s right – if we want to make sense of this loss and tragedy, we must live another day.” She turned back to me, and her authoritative gaze became pleading and vulnerable, as if she were looking to me for affirmation.
 
   Me.
 
   Right now I couldn’t affirm anyone, even myself. I was lost, cast off into the depths of space away from everything I’d once known and relied on.
 
   Still, I managed a nod. Then I turned to J’lax. I held his gaze. “So, what is it? What will you do?”
 
   It felt like several minutes passed, but it could’ve only been a few seconds until he nodded his head. With clenched teeth, he parted his lips and said, “fine. This time I’ll follow your orders. This time,” he warned.
 
   “You’d better keep your word. I will not have you fight side-by-side with us if you’re a loose cannon. Do you understand that?”
 
   “Fine,” J’lax said, lips twitching over his clenched teeth.
 
   The Lady Argoza let out a tense breath. As I swiveled my gaze back to her, I realized she looked far more frazzled than I’d ever seen her. The beauty and elegance were still there, but so was the pure unadulterated fear. I kept telling myself that she and the other non-Star Forces members of the resistance didn’t understand the stakes. I was wrong, wasn’t I?
 
   Everyone here knew they would likely die.
 
   I nodded my head, took a step back, and nodded once more. “Get back to the Ra’xon,” I said through a quick breath, “we’ll do what we can; I promise you that.”
 
   She nodded low, even placing her hands on her knees as she bent her back virtually in half. “Thank you,” she said in a soft voice, as her gaze darted up to hold mine.
 
   I nodded. I couldn’t speak. There were no more words left to say. Instead I turned sharply on my foot, grabbed one of my roundabout guns, and shifted forward.
 
   I’d already commanded my team to start readying every room to explode.
 
   My plan, as suicidal as it sounded, was to lure the Star Forces incursion team into each room in turn, and blow them up, trapping whatever enemy combatants I could in the explosion.
 
   My plan would work, at least until we reached the long tunnels cut between the ice side of the world and the desert half. While the superfast lift could take you to one side of the planet in a few minutes, there were still transport tunnels that ran alongside it. If I knew anything of the Star Forces, I knew that’s where they would mount their attack. With their own blister crafts – incredibly fast land cruisers – they would stream through the tunnels, shooting as they went.
 
   While the Lady Argoza had estimated we had at least 10 minutes grace while the Star Forces fought off our security satellites in orbit, I guaranteed we had less.
 
   They wanted Alyssa back, and they wouldn’t wait to snatch her from us.
 
   I paused in the middle of the ice cave, slowly angling my head back until I stared at the cavernous ceiling above. Most of our lights couldn’t penetrate that far up, and the ceiling was covered in scattered shadows, here and there broken by glimmering swathes of ice crystal.
 
   If you tilted your head to the side and narrowed your eyes, you could almost confuse the sight for space, studded as it was with distant stars.
 
   It reminded me how expansive this conflict would become. If somehow we survived, if we struck upon an impossible vein of luck and managed to fend off the Star Forces attack, then the battle would only begin.
 
   The battle for the galaxy.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   We were under attack. I realized that now.
 
   The Star Forces were here.
 
   No one told me anything, but I picked up snippets of conversation as people sprinted through the med bay.
 
   They were talking of a ground incursion. The Star Forces were going to try to take this ship by force.
 
   Some of them didn’t understand. Some of them questioned why the Star Forces weren’t going to simply bombard the base and the Ra’xon from space.
 
   The answer was me.
 
   They would try anything and everything to get me back.
 
   And I would try anything and everything to stop them.
 
   Even now, in my half drugged state, with only slips of consciousness threading through my mind, I told myself I wouldn’t give up.
 
   No matter what it took.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   This was it.
 
   They were here.
 
   The fight had begun.
 
   Our first line of defense was the primary ice cave.
 
   At one end of the cave was the entrance to the tunnel system where I was sure the main battle would be waged.
 
   I wasn’t aware of my body, not really. Not my fear as it punched through every vein, not my heart as it rattled in my chest, not the sweat as it slicked my brow and drenched my shoulders.
 
   I focused on the gun in my hand and the targets before me.
 
   The hangar bay had been shielded, every single generator in the facility rigged up to ensure no incursion team could drive their way directly into that room.
 
   That left the rest of the base weak.
 
   The first team literally punched their way through the ceiling. With a directed charge blast that slammed right through the ice roof and gouged a 10 meter hole into the floor, they opened up their first avenue of attack.
 
   Immediately 10 black armored bodies dropped into the room.
 
   Behind them 10 jet black crates dropped too, sailing down to the ice floor and slamming into it, crystals scattering up in a cloud.
 
   I sent the command through my armor to begin the attack.
 
   I was currently pressed up against a two-meter dome-shield designed to protect soldiers out in the field. It flickered a deep blood red, casting its hot light over the cold walls and floor of the cavern.
 
   The dome shield was precisely calibrated to let gunfire out but not in.
 
   “Aim for the boxes,” I screamed across my comm line, my voice echoing in my helmet until it felt as if it would drive through my ears and slice my brain in two.
 
   The boxes weren’t just supply crates. They were blister crafts. Sure enough, with a whirr and a click, they started to build themselves.
 
   All 10 of the crates opened, the metal flattening out and slamming into the floor, sending more clouds of fine ice crystals into the air.
 
   With a guttural groan, the boxes started to build themselves into crafts, metal struts forming in a blaze of activity and connecting to one another until a recognizable form started to take shape.
 
   “Shoot the crates!” I screamed once more.
 
   I thrust forward, firing at them myself, two roundabout guns in my hands.
 
   The roundabouts had targeting sensors attached, and with a quick command I could select my target and the bullets would zip around every obstruction to get to their prey.
 
   While they weren’t as powerful as ordinary pulse rifles, they were just what I needed now.
 
   The blister crafts were already shielded, and to my dismay, several of the Star Forces soldiers erected dome shields of their own – ones far more powerful than those we had.
 
   I swore, letting the word punch through my helmet once more, feeling it reverberate through my ears.
 
   I tried to push away every thought as I concentrated on tearing down at least one of those dome shields, but the thoughts were there, albeit right at the back of my mind.
 
   It wasn’t a question of if we would lose, but when.
 
   This was a suicide mission. We had to buy the Ra’xon enough time, but there was no chance – absolutely no chance that my team and I would see this through.
 
   Somewhere through the pall of anger and fear and action, I realized this was it. This was how the son of Admiral Shepherd would go down.
 
   Maybe it was a fitting death or a senseless waste, or maybe it was the best death I could hope for in a galaxy that was being torn apart under my very eyes.
 
   Realizing we’d have no chance of perforating their dome shields in time, I gave the command.
 
   A section of the ceiling collapsed. Well-placed explosives detonated in a ring right above the incursion team, and a few hundred tons of rock and ice came sailing down towards them.
 
   My own team was pushed back, and we lost at least three of our dome shields. That meant we had only five left.
 
   It would have to do.
 
   I shifted backwards, rolling to the side just as a chunk of ceiling sailed down and slammed into my own dome shield. The red light surged, crackling with all the ferocity of 100 strikes of lightning.
 
   As I thrust myself through the shields, it singed my armor, leaving great swathes of black marks across the tattered and scratched gray surface.
 
   I felt a few electric jolts make it through the armor’s buffer system and bite into my back and legs.
 
   I ignored them as I thrust myself forward, rolled, and punched to my feet, twisting on my foot just in time to see the impossible – two incursion soldiers shot their way out of the absolute mountain of rock and ice that had encased them.
 
   Their armor wasn’t just prototype, it was astounding. The kind of stuff they gave to the most elite members of the Enforcement Unit.
 
   Strafing backwards, my hand thinking quicker than my brain, I ducked to the side and shot at my own dome shield.
 
   My bullets were encoded to slice right through the shield, and they slammed into the 30 cm² matte grey box that generated the force field.
 
   Instantly the thing exploded, sending a wave of energy punching out in every direction.
 
   Expecting it, I’d already threw myself forward, pushed into a roll, and ducked behind a chunk of rock that had fallen from the ceiling.
 
   The two incursion soldiers weren’t as lucky. They were much closer, too, and they got caught in the discharge as the shield dissipated into the air. Their bodies jolted back and forth as the red energy crackled over their black forms.
 
   It didn’t last, and it didn’t tear them down.
 
   They kept surging forward.
 
   We had no chance, we had no goddamn chance.
 
   “Pull back,” I screamed into my helmet. “We need to blow this cavern.”
 
   “Already?” J’lax spat back. “It’s too soon!”
 
   “We don’t have any choice.”
 
   And we didn’t.
 
   They kept swelling towards us.
 
   I turned on my heel and skidded forward, hearing the sound of determined footfall echo out behind me.
 
   It was now clear the Star Forces had sent their best.
 
   We would be no match.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   There was somebody standing just beyond the shields.
 
   Though it felt as if the rest of the med bay had been evacuated, and everybody had been redeployed to security, there was definitely somebody there. I tried with all my might to concentrate on their face, but it took a long time to resolve their features.
 
   “You’re awake, aren’t you? You’re fighting it,” a woman said in a small voice.
 
   I tried, with all my might, to shift my head, to blink my eyes so I could see who was there.
 
   “You must have lived through hell,” she said again, voice dropping even lower.
 
   I tried to open my mouth. I couldn’t.
 
   “I lived through hell too,” she admitted, voice soft.
 
   Finally I realized who it was. I saw a flash of a downtrodden expression, sorrow-filled eyes, pale and drawn lips.
 
   Williams. It was Lieutenant Annabelle Williams.
 
   She was a telekinetic warrior, just like me. And just like me, she knew what real hell looked like.
 
   I stopped thrashing.
 
   “I didn’t think you should be drugged,” she suddenly said, “they don’t understand us. They try, but they can’t.”
 
   I lay there, as still as I could, listening. Her words washed over me, capturing just enough of my attention to keep me awake and fighting against the rising tide of unconsciousness.
 
   “I know you won’t attack us,” her voice tightened on the word attack. “I know you – because you’re just like me.”
 
   I couldn’t say anything, couldn’t agree. I just lay there and listened.
 
   “And I know… you’re the only one who can get us out of here.”
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   We were going to lose. It was just a question of when.
 
   Seconds, minutes? We couldn’t have much longer.
 
   We pulled back into the access tunnels. Though I detonated the cave, somehow it hadn’t counted.
 
   Those incursion soldiers were equipped with the strongest armor I’d ever seen, and their shields withstood every barrage we sent towards them.
 
   There was only one good thing, only one thing I could be proud of – my team was holding together. Even the pirates. They weren’t fracturing, running away from this impossible suicide mission. We were still fighting with every last breath.
 
   The resistance had its own superfast land craft to bridge the enormous distance of the access tunnels.
 
   As soon as we made it into the tunnels, I grabbed the nearest one and launched myself onto it.
 
   A low land craft about two meters long and a meter tall, it had a set of sleek handlebars that operated the controls, tilting the craft in every direction you shifted your body in.
 
   Unfortunately the crafts were battered, old, and barely maintained. But even if they’d been running at optimal condition, they would have been nothing compared to the Star Forces blister crafts. Vehicles perfected for tracking down wayward prey. Blister crafts were equipped with shields, multidirectional weapons, and could put on bursts of up to 1000 km an hour.
 
   This would be a fast paced, frantic, one-sided battle.
 
   I waited until every other member of my team mounted one of their crafts, then we set off.
 
   I stayed at the back.
 
   J’lax stayed at the back too.
 
   Then it happened. The blister crafts punched through the wall of rock at the mouth of the tunnel.
 
   They were here, and the battle was about to begin.
 
   The engine of my craft roared as I pushed it to its maximum speed, the whole body shaking, sending sharp vibrations snaking into my hands, up my arms, and deep into my shoulders.
 
   I twisted my head around, removing one hand from the controls as I grabbed the gun from my hip.
 
   I started firing.
 
   The blister crafts were just a blur.
 
   It took the onboard targeting sensors of my armor to help me track them, and even then my primitive eyes couldn’t resolve their fast snapped movements.
 
   It was like I was fighting flashes of shadow in the dark.
 
   One of the crafts snaked towards me, closing the distance of a kilometer in what felt like half a second.
 
   I grabbed my controls, practically hauling my body to the left as I threw my craft into a skid. It twisted around, changing direction until I slammed right into the side of the blister craft.
 
   Though it had better shields, I wasn’t trying to ram it.
 
   On the contrary.
 
   I only had one chance.
 
   Unlike most of the other soldiers in the resistance, I’d had the opportunity to ride a blister craft. Heck, back when I’d been a kid, I’d practically grown up on them. My father was an admiral, after all. While the other children my age were watching holo movies, I’d been tooling around on the back of some of the fastest crafts the Star Forces could produce.
 
   So I knew their strengths. And I knew their weaknesses.
 
   The shields along the starboard side had a frequency problem. If they were facing a barrage from the front, it took a few short precious seconds for the side shields to adjust.
 
   If you knew how, you could take advantage of those seconds.
 
   In an instant, I fired a barrage of shots from my roundabout gun. I’d already locked its targeting sensors onto the front of the blister craft, and in less than a nanosecond, the shots twisted around and slammed into the front shields.
 
   Then I jumped. Sideways. I flipped, right off my own craft, and right through the momentarily weakened shields of the blister craft.
 
   I barely made it. I was almost rebuffed. The shields recalibrated so fast that I could actually feel them re-form around my armor, their repelling force almost enough to push me back. But my momentum held true.
 
   I landed on the back of the blister craft.
 
   The guy in front, the soldier in jet-black armor, twisted towards me, head moving so fast it was a surprise it didn’t unscrew from his neck and fly off the ship.
 
   He thrust towards me.
 
   I had one opportunity.
 
   And it wasn’t to fight him. Take on that guy in hand-to-hand combat, even with my gauntlet, and I’d lose. I’d be a pancake in seconds.
 
   So I fought the ship instead.
 
   Rounding my gauntlet into a fist and sending a blisteringly quick electric pulse into the knuckles, I lent down and slammed my fist through the back of the blister craft.
 
   It wasn’t enough to make it explode. I timed my punch carefully and picked a non-essential system.
 
   As soon as my fist slammed into it, buckling the metal, electric pulses snaking out from my gauntlet, the blister craft bucked, then it pushed into a spin that saw it slam towards the side of the tunnel.
 
   Just before the soldier could lunge towards me, grab a hand around my arm, and pull me off, we slammed into the wall.
 
   Our shields were enough to buffer us, and we weren’t blown to smithereens, but whereas I had a hand lodged into the back of the craft, the soldier wasn’t as lucky.
 
   He was thrown from his feet.
 
   Despite the shock and speed of slamming into a wall, our shields crackling with the light of 1000 fires, I took my opportunity and jumped to my feet, rounding my shoulder and punching it into the guy’s chest.
 
   My only opportunity was to get him off the blister craft.
 
   And it worked.
 
   My timing was perfect and I shoved my shoulder hard enough into his side to see him shoot backwards and fall right off the side of the craft.
 
   We were travelling so fast that he was out of sight before I could blink.
 
   I threw myself around and slammed my body over the controls, hunching down, letting my forearms lock against the handles as my hands gripped the primary control pads.
 
   From me jumping onto his craft and grabbing the controls barely a few seconds passed.
 
   The pace of this battle wasn’t frantic – it was impossible. It belonged in a realm of hell unto itself.
 
   Just before one of the other blister crafts could start firing on me, I shifted forward, then swung to the side and travelled around in a great arc, slamming towards another one of the crafts.
 
   “Damn, maybe I was wrong about you,” J’lax said, his crackling voice filtering over the comm.
 
   I didn’t have time to reply, but inwardly, I smiled.
 
   Outwardly, I slammed my vessel towards the closest blister craft. While I had no chance of destroying one of these things with my old cruiser, now it was different. Now I could use this craft as a battering ram.
 
   Without hesitation, I slammed into the closest craft. Our shields bounced against one another, crackling, spitting energy out in a great arc.
 
   With my forearms flattened over the stabilizes and my hands gripped around the primary controls, I shifted my ship to the side, then slammed it back into the blister craft.
 
   As I angled my head to the left, the soldier aboard the blister craft stared towards me too. The two of us locked in a deadly battle at a blistering pace as flashes of wall and light sliced past us.
 
   I didn’t allow myself to think I could win – not for a second.
 
   Just that I could fight. Fight until the end.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   I’d made a promise to myself long ago: I would never go back to the Farsight Program, no matter what it took.
 
   That’s why I’d joined the resistance, why I’d sacrificed everything to fight back against the Alliance.
 
   I wasn’t prepared to surrender ever again.
 
   I would do whatever it would take.
 
   Including going against my orders.
 
   I looked down through the category 10 shields once more, gazing at Alyssa.
 
   I’d once convinced myself I hated her. Now I understood her. And more than that, I understood she was our only hope.
 
   The Chief Medical Officer was out of the med bay, called on a fake mission I’d concocted.
 
   There were no other witnesses.
 
   Maybe they’d throw me in the brig for this, if we survived, but I didn’t care.
 
   I took a single step back from the shields, then another and another before I gathered the courage to turn.
 
   Once or twice, her unfocused gaze locked on me.
 
   I knew what she was thinking, knew the exact kind of fear that pulsed through her veins.
 
   I also knew, with all my heart, she was going to do anything to keep the Ra’xon safe if it meant saving herself from the Star Forces.
 
   I walked towards the shield controls.
 
   I needed to be careful. If I accidentally tripped the safety protocols, the Chief Engineer would be automatically warned. She’d be able to reinstate the shields way before I got the chance to bust Alyssa out. Plus, I needed time. Not only did I have to flush the chemical from her veins, but I had to administer a dose of 78.
 
   Maybe I was fooling myself that Alyssa would be able to find the strength to fight. She’d been sedated for the past 36 hours. None of us had any idea what long-term exposure to these kinds of drugs did. Knowing Professor Axis and the Farsight team, the consequences were probably appalling. They didn’t care about loss of life, only power. And they would sacrifice anything and everyone in their never-ending quest for more of it.
 
   As I worked, I barely took the time to breathe. My chest was pushed out, my mouth parched as I struggled to inhale.
 
   I had to do this. I would not return to that program.
 
   Though I’d spent the past year and a half devoted to the resistance, it had taken me awhile to join them.
 
   When I’d completed my so-called training at the Farsight Program, I’d been redeployed back into the Star Forces with the same name and identity, which was unusual for the program. They’d turned me into a spy, erroneously thinking they could trust me.
 
   They’d been wrong. It was a symptom of the hubris that defined that program. Professor Axis and his team thought they were undefeatable. I was here to prove they were wrong.
 
   I clenched my teeth, feeling my jaw lock harder and harder into place as my hands darted over the shield controls.
 
   I just hoped with all the confusion produced by the incursion that no one would be watching the engineering controls too closely. If they were, I would be found out long before I broke Alyssa free.
 
   I heard her groan a few times. I fancied it wasn’t an ordinary moan. I fancied it was only the kind of noise you could make when you’d virtually given up on hope; when it had been crushed from your soul like juice from a grape.
 
   I wasn’t ashamed to say my heart thundered in my chest. I pushed past that though, pushed past everything.
 
   I concentrated, with everything I had.
 
   The Farsight Program had been thorough; they’d taught me multiple incursion techniques. A telekinetic warrior of my caliber was intended to be used as a sleeper, one who could be activated at any moment. Deployable on any number of vessels within the fleet, my purpose was to watch my commanders and act should I be given orders. So I had plenty of training in how to undermine systems and hide my tracks.
 
   The red alert klaxon no longer blared, though the red strips of lighting along the walls still glowed a bright blood red, and would only be turned off once the threat had passed.
 
   With every passing second I thought somebody would enter the med bay and my game would be up. But my luck held.
 
   My luck held.
 
   Alyssa started to mumble, clearly trying to speak but incapable of forming the words.
 
   “Just hold on,” I told her, “just hold on.”
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   With every passing second, I thought it would be my last. I’d never faced a battle as fast-paced and frantic as this. If it ever ended and I survived, I fancied I’d have a headache for a week. It felt like somebody had grabbed my brains and rattled them around in my skull. But still I fought. Still I threw myself forward, using my blister craft as a ram to attack the remaining soldiers.
 
   My team fought valiantly, but they weren’t undefeatable.
 
   One after one, the blister craft picked them off.
 
   Despite the fact I thought they were untrained and undisciplined, the pirates still fought with the most force. They were relentless, more than earning their title as some of the most vicious warriors in the galaxy. And if there was one who fought harder than the rest, it was J’lax. Though he hadn’t managed to secure a blister craft of his own, somehow it didn’t matter. He maneuvered his own craft with such skill and speed he managed to stay out of range of two blister craft as they locked on him from behind.
 
   As gunfire split the air and flashed around me, I kept my eyes locked on the craft to my side. One of the biggest soldiers was atop. Definitely not human, and probably Mancor, he would crush me if it came to hand-to-hand combat.
 
   That’s why I was keeping well out of his reach.
 
   Considering I’d been using my own craft as a battering ram, it was starting to show considerable damage. There was a constant plume of smoke billowing out from the rear exhaust. While it was great for reducing visibility, it was a bad sign for the craft. Sooner rather than later, it would fall.
 
   I had to make these last few moments count.
 
   I zeroed in on the big guy. Maybe he was their leader, or maybe this band of elite soldiers didn’t have a leader. For all I knew, Professor Axis had pulled out their goddamn brains and replaced them with computers.
 
   I gritted my teeth, sweat virtually pouring off my face as I kept swerving and dodging amongst the craft.
 
   I wasn’t joking. If I ever made it out of this, I’d have a headache for the rest of my life. I wouldn’t be able to sleep for weeks, either. Flashes of the tunnel wall and speeding land crafts would be seared into my mind as if someone had burnt them right into my brain.
 
   Through all our desperate fighting, we managed to take down four of the ten craft. The incursion team, however, had already killed six of my people.
 
   That was a thought that would haunt me when this was over, but for now I had to push it back and concentrate on the fight.
 
   “You’ve got two coming in behind you,” J’lax suddenly warned me over the comm, “and you’re spewing enough smoke to fill a planet. Get off that cruiser before it throws you off.”
 
   I didn’t answer. Instead I hunched further over the controls, angling my head to the side as I concentrated on the massive soldier to my left. No matter what he did, no matter what he dodged, he always kept his head angled towards me, his opaque helmet fixed on my form.
 
   “Shepherd,” J’lax roared, “get off before you’re mincemeat.”
 
   J’lax shifted his craft around, angling it towards mine. It was clear he was slowing down for me to jump on board.
 
   Not yet. Not yet.
 
   Maybe Williams was right about me. I definitely wasn’t a god, and I certainly wasn’t the best, strongest, most capable recruit the Star Forces had ever produced. What I was, however, was a man who looked for opportunities. Find the right opportunity, and you can bring down an entire planet.
 
   “Shepherd,” J’lax screamed, his voice reverberating through my helmet.
 
   I clenched my teeth and waited.
 
   And waited.
 
   The massive soldier angled his blister craft towards me. His body was too large to hunch over the controls properly, and rather than rest there with his forearms flat against the stabilizers, he stood, his body apparently unaffected by the pull of gravity that made it through the blister craft’s inertia shields.
 
   “Shepherd!” J’lax roared as he brought his ship right up close to mine. “Jump.”
 
   Now.
 
   Now.
 
   I jerked backwards, brought my gun around, and shot the central stabilizer right in the middle of the control pad.
 
   I had half a second to turn and throw myself off the blister craft and onto the back of J’lax’s cruiser. Then my craft started to spin.
 
   This high-pitched whir split the air, growing more and more earsplitting as the ship span faster and faster.
 
   I’d once been on a blister craft when the central stabilizers had malfunctioned. I’d almost lost my life as the craft had spun out of control.
 
   It wasn’t my life I was aiming for this time.
 
   J’lax had managed to catch me by the arm and pull me onto his cruiser, and we both turned in time to see my spinning blister craft twist out of control and slam into two of the oncoming enemy craft.
 
   Under ordinary conditions the blister craft’s shields would have been able to deal with the impact, but as my own craft span faster and faster out of control, it was too much. The two enemy craft were knocked off balance and sent slamming into the walls of the tunnel. The impact obliterated their shields, and both exploded.
 
   Just before my craft could slam into the wall of the tunnel and destroy itself too, it caught another enemy craft, and sent that pitching into a fatal spin as well. Then finally it slammed into the wall and exploded in a cascade of sparks and ice.
 
   The resulting explosion slowed down the remaining blister craft, except for one.
 
   Out of the cloud of destruction, one of the craft shot towards us. The one with the massive Mancor soldier.
 
   J’lax let out a whoop. “Goddamn, yeah, you’re a crazy bastard, Shepherd.”
 
   I didn’t reply. Instead I positioned myself on the back of the small craft, flattening my body against the rounded chamber that held the engine, and lifting my gun. I started firing at the remaining crafts as J’lax expertly maneuvered between them.
 
   Though I’d never tell him, my estimation of him had shot through the roof. He was arrogant as hell, but he clearly knew how to fight.
 
   In another few seconds, the ice gave way to sand.
 
   We were nearing the hangar bay.
 
   There wasn’t much time left to stop the incursion.
 
   Despite my small victory, I was now more desperate than ever.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   Annabelle Williams was breaking me free. She’d already pumped the drug that was keeping me suppressed out of the room, and now she was working on the shields.
 
   I could barely move, but I could move enough to track her movements, and I was awake enough to wonder what the hell she was doing.
 
   Why was she breaking me free? Surely she believed the resistance’s assessment that I was a risk?
 
   But soon enough, I got my answer. With a frustrated sigh, she stood back from the shield controls for a few seconds, then turned sharply on her heel to face me. I was now awake enough that I could appreciate the exact quality of her gaze. Lost and frustrated, on the verge of defeat.
 
   “I won’t go back there,” she suddenly stuttered, and I watched her shiver, the move so pronounced it was a surprise it didn’t push her off her feet. “I won’t go back to that monster,” her voice shook even harder.
 
   And I understood. Everything. I’d once thought I was alone out here in this vast and soulless galaxy. But I wasn’t, was I? Professor Axis had played with the lives of thousands.
 
   “Just sit tight,” Williams said again, her words snapped and hard to pick up as she turned back to the controls.
 
   I could feel it now – a little of my power returning to me. I still didn’t have nearly enough control to use my abilities, but they would return. Eventually.
 
   “We’re running out of time,” she admitted through a choked swallow as she shifted her gaze over her shoulder and locked it on a panel across the other side of the room. “Shepherd won’t be able to hold off the incursion team much longer. They’re only four minutes away from the hangar bay. I won’t go back to them,” she suddenly mumbled as her voice dropped once more, “I won’t go back to there,” her words strung together in a frightened jumble. “Whatever happens, you have to promise me that you won’t let them take this ship, that you won’t let them take us,” her words faulted, cracking from her throat like bones under pressure.
 
   I couldn’t respond. I couldn’t move, couldn’t say a word, but at least I could stare at her, even though my gaze was so bleary I couldn’t pick up her features.
 
   I would honor her request. I was done fleeing from the Star Forces; it was time to fight.
 
   It was time to fight.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   We were only a minute from the hangar bay.
 
   We’d managed to pick off all but two of the blister craft. Maybe that sounded impressive, but it wouldn’t count. Even if one of those advanced soldiers reached the hangar bay, they could punch their way into the Ra’xon.
 
   “Shepherd, we need five minutes,” the Captain was patched through to my comms, her commanding voice echoing through my ears.
 
   I shunted to the side, just as a blast sliced over my left shoulder.
 
   “Woo, that was close,” J’lax called from over his shoulder as he maneuvered the craft to the left to dodge another barrage.
 
   My armor was singed in several places from where we’d been unable to dodge attacks.
 
   It felt like an electric shock had gone off between my ears.
 
   Nobody was designed to endure this much stress for this long.
 
   “We’ve got to hold off those soldiers for five more minutes,” I spat at J’lax.
 
   “I got the Captain’s warning too, but this is going to be a hell of a fight.”
 
   Or, more likely, a blazing defeat.
 
   There was sand piled up along the sides of the access tunnel now, and here and there I could feel the heat blasting around me through the cracks in my armor.
 
   “We need to shake this asshole off,” J’lax suddenly spat as he narrowly dodged another attack, shifting the craft to the left just as we were almost rammed into from the right.
 
   I didn’t need to ask him which asshole he was referring to.
 
   It was the Mancor.
 
   Though I couldn’t see the guy’s face, I knew what his expression would be. One of total unbridled hatred. The kind of enmity you only ever saw in those who had wiped away their compassion for good.
 
   There are those in this world who will tell you true evil doesn’t exist. Good and bad is circumstantial. Find yourself growing up on the wrong side of the tracks, and you’ll have to trade your morals for survival.
 
   But that wasn’t the full picture. Circumstance could only ever go so far. The mind could go further.
 
   If you wanted to be evil, if you wanted to wipe away every scrap of decency and empathy, you could. You could flick a switch in your mind and turn everybody else into an enemy.
 
   That’s what this guy had done.
 
   We were rapidly coming up on the hangar bay. We had 45 seconds until we reached it. 40 seconds now, 35.
 
   I concentrated on trying to disable the two remaining blister craft.
 
   I didn’t get the opportunity. Suddenly, out of nowhere, the Mancor warrior sped away. At the exact same time the other blister craft shot towards us. Head-on.
 
   There was nowhere to go.
 
   It struck our vessel, and both crafts went spinning out of control.
 
   Again, my hands thought faster than my brain. I latched hold of J’lax and wrenched him from the controls, throwing the both of us off the vessel just in time.
 
   Both crafts locked together and span straight into the wall, exploding on impact and sending out a cloud of debris.
 
   J’lax and I struck the ground so fast that we rolled for 30 meters before we stopped. My armor was literally torn from my body. But it did what it had to, and cushioned me for as long as it could until finally I came to rest.
 
   Somehow I was still alive, and I heard J’lax choking by my side.
 
   I could have lay there, staring up at the ceiling forever, trying to make sense of what had just happened.
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   No time. There was no time. I twisted around on my stomach, drove my hands into the floor of the access tunnel, and pushed up.
 
   I groaned, every muscle protesting as it felt as if they would tear away from my bones and tendons.
 
   At first I thought J’lax had lost consciousness, but then he twitched, and he too forced himself up.
 
   We stood there and stared at each other.
 
   Then I turned, so sharply that a massive section of my leg armor simply fell off.
 
   My armor was now shot to pieces. It could do nothing more for me. I’d lost my guns too.
 
   As I glanced over at J’lax, I realized he was no better off.
 
   Without a word, we both began to push ourselves forward towards the hangar bay. “We have to make it,” I stuttered through a breath.
 
   “We won’t,” J’lax said, voice faltering.
 
   “But we’re so close.”
 
   “Were at least 3 km away,” he admitted.
 
   My heart sank, so quickly and so completely I lost it to the depths of space.
 
   But before I could lose all my hope, J’lax latched a hand on my arm and stopped me. “My comm is still working. I’m getting a message from the Captain. Shit,” he suddenly swore, “that Mancor warrior has already reached the hangar bay. He’s overcoming our defenses. He’s gonna make it inside the Ra’xon.”
 
   It felt as if I’d been cut off at the knees.
 
   There was nothing I could do. It was over. It was goddamn over. We’d lost.
 
   “Prepare for transport,” J’lax suddenly said as he locked a hand on my arm, “they’re beaming us aboard. Come on, we’re their last hope.”
 
   I stared at him as a transport beam lanced through the wall to our sides, its kaleidoscopic colors locking onto us.
 
   The fight, it seemed, wasn’t over yet.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   It happened. In a split second. The shields surrounding my hospital bed flickered out.
 
   I heard Williams gasp with excitement and turn to me.
 
   Then she rushed to my side.
 
   She wasn’t scared. Instead she locked her hands onto the edge of my hospital bed and stared down at me.
 
   It took a few bleary seconds before I could fix on her face.
 
   “I’m going to give you a dose of 78 to get you back on your feet,” she warned. “This is going to be painful,” she added in a soft voice.
 
   Yes, it would be. 78 was always painful.
 
   I watched her rush over to a hospital bed. She grabbed up the med pack, shuffled around inside it, then ran back to my side. She paused, an electro needle held above my chest.
 
   I watched her wince, probably in remembered pain from whatever she’d had to give herself a dose of 78.
 
   Her moment of hesitation passed though. “Sorry,” she said. Then she did it. She plunged the needle deep into the center of my chest.
 
   My body locked the second the 78 hit my bloodstream. I convulsed back and forward, back and forward, twitching hard on the bed, thrashing so much I almost fell off.
 
   Then it passed. Finally. The convulsions subsided, and I lay there.
 
   A second later, I twitched my hand.
 
   I watched Williams smile, the move practically exploding over her face as she shifted back then jerked forward. “Can you get up? Can you move?”
 
   I didn’t reply with my words. Instead, slowly, painfully slowly, I managed to curl a hand into a fist. It was weak, with the grip of a newborn baby, but I still managed it.
 
   I still managed to move.
 
   She let a breath through her clenched teeth, and I watched her close her eyes for a few seconds. Then she jerked them open and nodded at me. “We need to get you on your feet. You have to help us fight. The incursion team have already reached the hangar bay. There’s no way the Ra’xon is going to be able to take off. In a minute or two, they’re going to break their way inside. And then…” she didn’t finish her sentence.
 
   She didn’t need to. I had enough experience to know exactly what the incursion team would do to us.
 
   I tried to push myself up. I managed to get halfway before my muscles buckled. Williams snapped forward and grabbed my shoulders before I could fall back down to my bed. Then she looked right into my eyes. “Alyssa, I’m counting on you. Everyone is. You have to stop them,” her voice broke with emotion again.
 
   I looked right into her eyes.
 
   There was a time not so long ago when I’d been unable to connect to anyone. A time when I had been consumed only by my own pain.
 
   But now, slowly, I was starting to feel it – a sense of connection. First towards Shepherd, then towards this ship, now towards Annabelle. We shared a story, and more than that, a goal. A goal to wipe this galaxy clean so that once more we could have a peace worth living.
 
   With Annabelle’s help, I managed to sit.
 
   She looked relieved, then the red alert klaxon began to blare again.
 
   Though the alert had never subsided, the noise had. Once people realized the ship was under attack, they rarely forgot it.
 
   But for the noise to begin blaring through the ship once more, it could only mean one thing.
 
   “They’re on board. The incursion team have broken in,” Williams said.
 
   It was true. They had. And now it was up to Williams and me to stop them.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   They transported us to the primary transport unit. It was in the center of the ship. Though the Ra’xon wasn’t my vessel, I knew enough about her design to realize it would take a five minutes’ sprint to reach the bridge.
 
   We streamed out into the corridor, and I grabbed a passing ensign. “Report,” I snapped.
 
   “That Star Forces soldier somehow has all our shield frequencies. We can’t stop him. He’s already breached the ship. He’s heading to the bridge.”
 
   I paled. In fact, it felt as if all the blood drained from my body and pumped right out onto the floor.
 
   “Come on,” J’lax said as he latched a hand on my arm and pulled me forward.
 
   We were both worse for wear, bruised, bleeding, and unarmed. Then again, even if we were armed, there were few guns that could take on that soldier’s prototype armor, especially if he had access to the Ra’xon’s shield frequencies.
 
   No doubt it was another gift F’val had left the Star Forces.
 
   If we ever got out of this, all of the Ra’xon’s security systems would have to be overhauled. They would have to reprogram new defense protocols from the bottom up.
 
   If we got out of this.
 
   If we got out of this.
 
   I kept pushing my body harder and harder, ignoring every stab of pain and fatigue.
 
   The Star Forces soldier would be going to the bridge for two reasons. To chop off the head of our captain, and to gain access to the primary systems.
 
   From the bridge, he would be able to take control of the entire ship.
 
   We had to stop him.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   It was getting easier to move, but I couldn’t concentrate. Though the compound 78 had pushed past most of the effects of the medication that had subdued me, I needed time to adjust.
 
   I didn’t have time to adjust.
 
   Williams had me by the arm. She pulled me out of the med bay and was now pulling me through the abandoned corridors of the Ra’xon. It seemed that everybody else was mounting a defense to stop the Star Forces soldier.
 
   You’d think a ship as well-equipped as the Ra’xon would be able to do it, but that would be underestimating the soldiers from the Enforcement Unit. Not only did they have armor that the rest of the Star Forces didn’t have access to, but they were also provided with the flaws of every ship in the fleet.
 
   This man would know our every weakness.
 
   “Come on, Alyssa, come on,” Williams kept calling to me as she virtually dragged me along.
 
   It was getting easier and easier for me to walk on my own, but I couldn’t concentrate. I could at least call up a little of my power. The majority of it, however, was kept locked away from me as my mind fought off the final effects of the drug.
 
   “We can do this,” Williams said, probably for her own benefit, “we can do this.”
 
   In all honesty, I didn’t know if we could.
 
   If the rest of the Ra’xon’s crew couldn’t hold off this soldier on their own, I doubted I could do much in my broken state.
 
   But I had to try.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   We reached the bridge.
 
   I didn’t take the primary hallway. Instead I led J’lax through a back access walkway that took us through the discussion room and into the bridge from the side.
 
   When the doors opened up in front of us to reveal the bridge, I realized it was too late. From the other side of the room, the primary doors opened, and that soldier walked in, his glistening armor untouched, in spite of the beating I’d put it through.
 
   Whereas I could barely stand, that soldier moved with that same damn cold efficiency. I had barely enough time to take in the rest of the crew on the bridge, then the battle began.
 
   Somewhere along the line the soldier had lost his gun, but it wouldn’t matter; his armor was a far more effective weapon than any rifle. The electrified gauntlets on his hands could probably eat through a structural support like acid, let alone somebody’s body.
 
   Though there were a few crew on the bridge with guns, they didn’t use them. There was no point. They knew enough about that armor to realize that if they shot, most bullets would ricochet off. And they couldn’t risk damage to the bridge and their crewmates.
 
   This wasn’t how it was going to end. I kept telling that to myself, kept repeating that phrase over and over like a prayer.
 
   This wasn’t how it was going to end.
 
   The Captain surged forward, her enormous body bent in half as she threw herself towards the soldier.
 
   Mancor women were stronger and more powerful than their male counterparts.
 
   Despite the fact this guy was still in armor, I knew the Captain would put up a fair fight.
 
   The guy dodged back, shifting to the side as he curled his fist and tried to punch the Captain, but she simply rounded her shoulder and slammed it into the man’s arm, knocking him off balance.
 
   He pivoted back on his foot, trying to regain his balance, but failing as the Captain sliced towards him with her own punch.
 
   He was still wearing armor, but goddamnit that didn’t seem to matter to her.
 
   Her fist struck the side of his jaw, and actually forced him back. He was wearing ablative plating that could withstand an explosion at close range, but she still pushed him back.
 
   You could kid yourself that captains and commanders stood there on the bridge and ordered others to sacrifice their lives for victory. But we were often the last line of defense, and that statement rang true when it came to Captain H’agovan.
 
   She twisted around again, locking her hand into a fist as she slammed it into the man’s shoulder.
 
   I heard the guy hiss, heard him spit some swearword, then he balled up one of his hands, and I watched an electric pulse charge into it.
 
   Despite the fact the Captain was a formidable warrior, that guy still had armor. He still had the advantage.
 
   We were done for.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I was still battling the effects of my sedation. Though I could follow Williams, at times I felt as if I would slip back into sleep without a second’s notice.
 
   We made it to the bridge.
 
   “Hurry,” Williams pleaded.
 
   I threw myself forward, every movement jerky and lethargic.
 
   As we approached the large electronic doors to the bridge, I realized they were locked. Someone had scrambled the controls.
 
   It didn’t matter.
 
   Immediately Williams stretched a hand out towards them, struggling as she used her ability to try to open the meter-thick blast doors.
 
   I stretched out my hand and helped her, and together we managed to force them open.
 
   Then the bridge waited.
 
   Williams ran forward first, her desperation evident in every move.
 
   I followed.
 
   The doors opened onto chaos. There was an elite forces soldier fighting the Captain, hand-to-hand. Though she was valiant, she couldn’t win, and the soldier struck her once and then twice with an electrified gauntlet. Anyone else would have been driven to their knees and driven unconscious. The Captain, however, fought, wrapping her body around the fist, stopping the blast of energy from spreading out and affecting any of her systems or striking any of her crew.
 
   I watched, almost in slow motion, as Shepherd threw himself towards the Captain.
 
   The EF soldier rounded his fist, ready to strike them down.
 
   Shepherd would be knocked dead.
 
   Williams acted. She threw herself forward, hands spreading wide, telekinetic energy surging over them.
 
   She skidded to a stop, half a meter from the soldier, her hands spread wide as she tried to lock him in place.
 
   She couldn’t quite manage it. Though the energy surged over her arm, his hand inched closer and closer to the Captain who was now on her knees.
 
   “Help me, help me,” Williams screamed.
 
   I was having trouble keeping up, and the weariness was sinking further and further into my body. It would be very easy, too easy, to allow myself to collapse. But I fought against it. I shook my head and tried to focus my blurry gaze on Williams. Without pinpoint concentration, I couldn’t risk using my powers. I could just as easily shatter the Captain’s skull as stop the EF soldier.
 
   “Help me,” Williams bellowed once more, voice cracking with stress.
 
   I had to… I had to… concentrate. Push away the stress, push away the fear, push away the weakness.
 
   Time kept slowing down and speeding up.
 
   I saw Shepherd twist his head towards me. Saw every movement in his neck, then saw his expression, saw the surprise slacken his features as he realized it was me.
 
   I had seconds, seconds to save the Captain, Shepherd, and Williams. I knew that, but I couldn’t act. I couldn’t concentrate long enough to push through my fatigue.
 
   There was every chance I would simply slip back into unconsciousness. Then this soldier would tear through the rest of the bridge and take me back. Without a fight.
 
   Without a fight.
 
   I stumbled to one knee, eyes ready to roll back into my head.
 
   “Come – on,” Williams managed. Then she buckled forward, incapable of holding the soldier anymore. His fist sailed towards the Captain’s head.
 
   The Captain was in no state to defend herself, no state to pull back. So Shepherd thrust himself in front of her.
 
   The soldier’s fist slammed towards him.
 
   Then it stopped. Just as it connected to Shepherd’s head, it stopped.
 
   I stopped it. Still on one knee, one hand locked on the floor to stabilize myself, I reached my other hand out towards the soldier. I spread my fingers wide, calling on the power of my implants.
 
   And I did it. I conjured up the concentration and power to lock the soldier in place.
 
   Williams staggered back to her feet, shooting me a quick glance before turning and spreading her own hand towards the soldier.
 
   The two of us could keep him locked there easily. But we wouldn’t be able to do it forever.
 
   We needed to remove his advantage – his armor. And we needed to do that now.
 
   I needed to do it. No one else would be able to.
 
   So I pushed past it. The pain. All of the pain that burnt through my body. I swept it aside, I locked my hand harder against the floor, and I reached, reached with not just my hand, but my mind.
 
   I forced my implants to activate, forced them to flood with power.
 
   And that power lifted the soldier off his feet.
 
   I rose with him, staggering to my own feet as I lifted him right into the air. Then I gritted my teeth, I managed to steal a breath, and I concentrated.
 
   My powers sank into his armor, despite its strength, despite its technical prowess.
 
   My telekinetic abilities locked around it.
 
   And I pulled. Pulled at the armor like a child’s prying fingers might pull back the flesh of an orange.
 
   A terrified scream ripped from the soldier’s throat, but there was nothing he could do. His arms were thrown wide and his legs pulled at an angle as if he were being drawn and quartered. I gritted my teeth harder and harder until it felt like I would chew through my very jaw, and I took a staggering step forward, always reaching my hand out towards him.
 
   More and more power surged over my hand as I finally caught hold of his armor in full.
 
   Then I pulled it off him. In a cascade of energy and light, the black plates shot off his body, and slammed into the far walls.
 
   I let go and fell to my knees.
 
   The soldier fell with me, slamming onto the floor with a thud.
 
   He wasn’t injured; I hadn’t killed him. I’d simply pulled the armor from his body.
 
   So there was nothing to stop him from snapping towards me. Despite the fact I’d stripped his obvious advantage, he was still a Mancor warrior, and I was now too tired to fight.
 
   Time slowed down again as I watched him lunge at me. He looked like nothing more than a blur.
 
   I heard him scream in anger, a bellow baying for revenge.
 
   Before he reached me, something slammed into his side.
 
   As I lost my balance and fell onto my stomach, I saw who it was. Shepherd.
 
   He managed to catch the soldier around the middle, and haul him off his feet.
 
   Despite the fact I could barely move my body, I angled my head towards them to watch the fight.
 
   Now I’d stripped the guy’s armor, the rest of the bridge crew rushed forward. Fortunately some of them even had weapons.
 
   Williams managed to stagger to her feet too, and managed to lock the soldier in place as he was stunned, and his thick massive body struck the floor with an echoing thump.
 
   … It was over.
 
   I could fall unconscious easily, slip back into the welcome arms of sleep.
 
   But I didn’t. I rallied against it. From somewhere, from some uncharted depths, I found the strength to push myself to my knees. I could barely hold myself steady, and at any moment I could have fallen back onto my face. I didn’t.
 
   I knelt there long enough for Shepherd to turn and face me. Again time seemed to slow down for long enough that I caught his expression in full. Every micro movement of every muscle. For those few short seconds it was as if Shepherd expanded to take up my entire universe.
 
   He faced me, faced me the entire time, staring right into my eyes. Then he span on his foot. “We need to take off. All crew to battle stations. Call the med bay and have the Captain seen to. But everybody else, man your consoles, and get ready. Williams,” he shouted over his shoulder as he threw himself, not at the command chair, but at one of the piloting consoles, “you take command for now.”
 
   Williams replied by throwing herself at the command seat.
 
   “This is going to be a tight escape,” Shepherd roared.
 
   Everybody assumed their positions, leaving me, the Captain, and the now downed soldier on the floor.
 
   But Shepherd didn’t leave me entirely. Every few seconds, despite the severity of the situation, he turned as if to check on me.
 
   All I could do was watch as the bridge crew battled to fly the Ra’xon.
 
   It felt like I was half in a dream. Every time I closed my eyes, I doubted I’d be opening them again.
 
   But I did it – I held onto my consciousness for long enough to watch what was happening.
 
   I was no pilot, but I could appreciate that landing and taking off with a ship like the Ra’xon was a virtually impossible task. She was designed for deep space maneuverability, speed, and power, not lifting out of a hangar bay sunk into the desert.
 
   But we didn’t have a choice.
 
   As soon as the hangar bay doors opened, the barrage started from space. I watched the view screen with half an eye as shots slammed into the desert all around us.
 
   They weren’t close enough to do any damage. The Star Forces would be too scared that if they got a direct hit, they’d take me with it.
 
   I’d never faced such tension as the bridge crew all worked as one to lift this beast.
 
   I locked my gaze on Shepherd especially, watching the rigidity shift down his shoulders and lock into his jaw. He kept switching his attention from the main view screen back to his navigating console.
 
   Though everyone barked orders at each other, he was silent, poised over his controls as he moved them with expert ease. Despite the fact he looked practically dead on his feet, he still worked with astounding efficiency and speed.
 
   I kept swaying back and forth on my knees as I watched him and the rest of them.
 
   The Ra’xon’s engines kicked in, and soon the view on the screen shifted.
 
   We started to move, started to lift right out of the now open hangar bay doors. As explosions sank deep into the sun kissed sand all around us, the Ra’xon hovered further and further up.
 
   The tension on the bridge only mounted until it felt like hands pressed around everyone’s throats.
 
   Even if I’d had my abilities back and a clear mind, there would be nothing I could do for the Ra’xon right now. This takeoff would take only pure skill.
 
   Shepherd and the other pilots seemed to have it. For we did the impossible: we rose further and further out of the hangar bay, despite the destabilizing blasts sinking into the desert all around us. Until finally, finally we were out.
 
   The Ra’xon’s shields formed in full, and we immediately took a blast to our stern side. But we rebuffed it.
 
   “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Shepherd warned, “we need to get another 1000 meters up before our main maneuvering thrusters can kick in.
 
   Everyone worked as one. Now we were out of the desert, our weapons could work, and we lay down fire as we raised further and further off the desert floor.
 
   I hadn’t joined the Star Forces for a sense of adventure. It had been under the naive belief that I could change people’s lives for the better. But this, this feeling swelling in my chest at the sheer power of everyone working towards the same goal, I knew others had joined for this. The way it made you feel bigger than you were, worth more than your cursed life could achieve.
 
   Finally we did it. We reached 1000 meters.
 
   A shudder passed through the floor.
 
   We’d been struck.
 
   “Fight back,” Annabelle suddenly commanded, her voice reverberating through the room.
 
   The Ra’xon started firing. We were now high enough that all our systems could work properly.
 
   The Star Forces ships in orbit had no chance.
 
   We’d dodged a bullet.
 
   I could have let myself sink back to the floor. I didn’t, couldn’t. I remained kneeling until finally he twisted around in his chair and stared at me. I wasn’t sure what expression I was expecting, wasn’t sure what I wanted. But it wasn’t enmity playing over Shepherd’s face, and yet it wasn’t compassion either. It was expectation.
 
   One chapter of our journey had just ended. Another was about to begin.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Somehow we made it through.
 
   No, not somehow. If Williams hadn’t broken Alyssa out of the med bay, we wouldn’t have beaten that soldier.
 
   But now there was the question of what to do with her.
 
   The Ra’xon had reached orbit, and almost immediately, we’d jumped into beyond light speed.
 
   We were now headed for the Contax System. The rest of the resistance fleet was on the move, too. Considering F’val’s long reaching treachery, the resistance could not afford to stay in the same place. We were already starting to hear word of attacks on resistance bases.
 
   It seems our war with the Alliance had just begun in full.
 
   The Captain would be out of action for a few hours, which left me in command. While there were a few other members of the resistance who had a higher Star Forces rank than me, no one else had experience commanding a ship. Though the Godspeed wasn’t on the same scale as the Ra’xon, I’d had to adapt.
 
   Strangely, the non-Star Forces members of the resistance were fine with my command, J’lax especially. It seemed our desperate adventure in the access tunnels had solidified a nascent friendship between us.
 
   Still, that left the problem of Alyssa.
 
   I was standing in the Captain’s office, hands clasped tightly behind my back as I stared at the view. Slices of colored light shifted past as we travelled beyond light speed.
 
   Every few seconds, I gripped my hands tighter and tighter until I finally loosened them.
 
   This was a no-win situation. Sure, we’d managed to do the impossible and escape with the Ra’xon, but what now?
 
   The resistance was on the run.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander,” I suddenly received a message from the bridge, “we have more word from the resistance. Star Forces personnel have assaulted our forces in the Mangor System.”
 
   I took a moment to respond. I closed my eyes, squeezed them tightly shut, and pressed my lips against my teeth. “Received. Casualties?”
 
   “The resistance are reporting heavy losses, but the majority of our ships have been able to escape.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   In my few short hours of command, I’d already given the Resistance Council a direct recommendation. Rather than have all our forces meet in the same system, we should spread them thin, go to ground. And more importantly, restrict information flows.
 
   We still had no idea how many Star Forces spies were amongst our ranks.
 
   We needed to be careful at every turn.
 
   I brought a hand up and latched it over my face.
 
   There was a beep at my door.
 
   I stiffened, hand falling so fast to my side the fingers banged against the back of my seat.
 
   I turned sharply.
 
   “Requesting entrance,” Williams said.
 
   Williams. She’d gone against a direct order to break Alyssa out. In doing so she might have saved the ship, but it had never been her call. Or at least that would have been the line I would have repeated if I was still a Star Forces soldier.
 
   Now I wasn’t, I had to decide what to do with her on my own.
 
   Williams walked in, her stride and stance strong. She stopped just before my desk, clasped her hands behind her back, and nodded low. “You wanted to see me, sir?”
 
   “There’s no need for formalities,” I began.
 
   She held my gaze for a few seconds. “Are you sure about that? Aren’t you about to remand me to the brig?”
 
   I didn’t reply immediately. To be honest, I still didn’t know what I was going to do.
 
   “It’s okay, sir, I realize I stepped out of line. But I also know that I saved this ship. Without Alyssa, that elite forces soldier would have torn through the Ra’xon. And I wasn’t going to go back,” she suddenly said through a clenched jaw, any semblance of emotional composure fracturing.
 
   Now I had no option but to look at her. I also swallowed.
 
   “But you do what you need to,” she continued, smoothing a falsely calm smile onto her face.
 
   I nodded. “I’ll be honest with you, Lieutenant, I still don’t know what I should do. I appreciate that your decision may have saved this vessel, but it was still out of line. Who knows what…” I trailed off. I couldn’t finish that sentence, not because I couldn’t find the words, but because the very thought behind it kept shifting and twisting like smoke.
 
   She watched me carefully. “I thought you trusted her?” There was a real edge behind Williams’ gaze.
 
   “Trust her,” I repeated in a far-off tone, then I shook my head, “I don’t know her,” I said seriously, ashamed of the slight hint of weakness in my tone. But it was true – I didn’t know Alyssa Nightingale. Sure, I’d tried to get to know her, and I’d seen that footage. But what did that really amount to? Did I know her character? How she thought? What she really wanted?
 
   “If you don’t trust her, why do you trust me? Or have you stopped trusting me?” Williams said as she locked me in a determined glare.
 
   My brow compressed hard over my eyes. Where was she going with this?
 
   “You don’t understand, Nathan, and you never will.”
 
   “… Don’t understand what?”
 
   “What it was like,” her voice cracked with frustration and exasperation, “what it was like to go through that program. You think Alyssa is going to threaten this ship? You think she’s some kind of spy for the Star Forces?” As Annabelle continued to speak, her voice became more and more broken, as if it could shatter completely.
 
   “No, I don’t think she’s a spy for the Star Forces.”
 
   “But?” her snapped word rang through the room.
 
   For some reason I could feel the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. I wasn’t scared Williams would attack me with her power. Just the truth.
 
   I hadn’t had the time to process my feelings over what was happening. I still didn’t know enough about telekinetic warriors, and Alyssa especially, to perceive the situation for what it was.
 
   “What are you going to do with us, Nathan? Throw us away? Kill us?”
 
   “What?” It was my turn for my voice to crack with exasperation. “Of course I don’t think like that. Williams, this is a security decision. We don’t know—”
 
   “Why don’t you ask her?” her voice shook. “Rather than lock her up in the med bay, ask her what she wants. If she’s anything like me – and I know she is – the only goal she has is to destroy the Farsight Program. To stop this from happening to anybody else.”
 
   Annabelle’s emotional barrage was leaving me reeling. It took a lot of control not to recoil back towards the window. There was so much intensity, not just behind her words, but behind her piercing gaze, that I felt exposed.
 
   I swallowed and tried to think.
 
   Williams kept on glaring at me. “I thought you would be different, Nathan,” she spat, “I thought you would understand.”
 
   “… I do understand,” I tried.
 
   “So why have you stuck her in the med bay behind that shield? You do realize it won’t stop her, right?”
 
   I swallowed again, the move so rigid it felt as if my neck would crack.
 
   “Locking her up doesn’t do anything but send her a message that we don’t trust her. You seem unwilling to sedate her anymore, but why not let her out?”
 
   My gaze had drifted towards the desk, but finally I let it snap up. “This situation is impossible,” I suddenly admitted, voice cracking with real emotion. “I have no idea how to deal with… with… your kind.”
 
   Williams didn’t say a word.
 
   Here I was, in command of the Ra’xon, and I couldn’t even hold my own in an argument.
 
   Then again, I wasn’t sure I wanted to win this one.
 
   Maybe Williams’ words were timely. Maybe I did need to revisit locking Alyssa away. But what else could I do? She had already proven that she was far, far too powerful. She could tear through half this ship before we’d be able to stop her. And yet the idea of sedating her again… it wasn’t right. It made me recoil.
 
   Maybe my thoughts played across my face, because just for an instant Annabelle’s expression softened. “Let her out,” she said softly, “invite her to the table. You’re treating her like she’s some kind of liability, but don’t you realize she could be the greatest asset the resistance has?”
 
   … I didn’t know what to say. Worse, I didn’t know what I should be thinking. I couldn’t come up with a clear directive. There didn’t seem to be one right path going forward. As the newest commander of the Ra’xon I had a duty to my crew, and yet I couldn’t turn a blind eye to Alyssa’s suffering, could I?
 
   A few seconds passed in silence, then Alyssa took a quick step towards my desk. The anger that had once been plastered over her face melted away. She looked at me and I saw my old friend from the Academy. “Nathan, do what’s right. You don’t need to think about anything else – just do what’s right.”
 
   I held her gaze. I wouldn’t have been able to turn away for the world.
 
   Then finally, finally I closed my eyes and nodded. Then I winced.
 
   Williams saw it. “… You’re scared, aren’t you?”
 
   “Sorry?” My eyebrows peaked together in confusion.
 
   “You’re scared of her.”
 
   “She is powerful,” I began.
 
   “You know that’s not what I mean. You’re scared to face her again after everything that happened.”
 
   Her words punched straight to my gut.
 
   Annabelle walked forward then leaned a hand down and locked it on the desk as she stared across at me. “You’re not a coward, Nathan.”
 
   I twitched.
 
   Was I scared to face Alyssa after everything that had happened? Yes. This mess of emotions in my gut wouldn’t be quelled. The guilt and hope condensed into one immovable lump that sat lodged in the center of my chest.
 
   I wasn’t fearful that Alyssa would attack me, just judge me, judge me for being too weak. Judge me that I hadn’t realized what F’val wanted sooner. And even then, when I’d decided to break Alyssa out, I hadn’t gone on to stop the Captain from sedating her.
 
   I didn’t… know what she’d think about me. And I didn’t want to know.
 
   I felt my teeth clench together and the tension shift deep into my chest.
 
   Annabelle didn’t look away. She held my gaze with all the strength of someone lifting up a planet.
 
   Finally I stood back, closed my eyes, and nodded. “Go talk to her.”
 
   Alyssa stepped back and nodded herself. Then she offered me a brief flash of a smile. “Did you ever think we’d be here?”
 
   One of my eyebrows flattened as the other kicked up in an arch. “Sorry?”
 
   “When we graduated from the Academy, did you think this would happen to us?”
 
   I took a second then laughed. “I can’t say I imagined spearheading a resistance against the Alliance and my father, no,” I admitted softly.
 
   “But you’re the youngest ever commander of a flagship,” she pointed out with a soft smile.
 
   A smile spread across my lips too. Then I nodded. “I guess I am. But only for a few hours until the Captain gets back on her feet.”
 
   “Take every victory you can,” Williams advised as she turned and walked out.
 
   Her words echoed in my head.
 
   Then I did it. I left my office and headed to the med bay.
 
   I wasn’t ashamed to admit I felt fear churning through my gut as I walked through the corridors.
 
   What would she think?
 
   What would Alyssa Nightingale think of everything I’d done and everything I’d failed to do?
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I was back in the med bay. Back behind the level 10 shields.
 
   But I hadn’t been sedated.
 
   I was also back on my feet, quite literally as I paced from one end of my small shielded cell to the other.
 
   At any moment I could have activated my implants and torn the shields from the wall.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   Williams had come to see me a couple of times. She kept telling me not to give up hope on the resistance. She kept begging me to help them.
 
   As I strode back and forth, hands locked behind my back, her words echoed in my mind.
 
   To her, I held the key to the resistance defeating the Alliance.
 
   I wanted to tell myself that that was simply wishful thinking. That, in all likelihood, I would never be more than a liability. If I ran out of compound 78, I would wreak untold havoc.
 
   And yet… and yet, maybe she was right. I’d helped save the Ra’xon from that EF soldier. Maybe I could do more?
 
   I stopped, drawing my hands up. I opened my fingers and stared at my palms.
 
   I locked my gaze on every whorl and indent, following the lines down until I stared at my wrists. Then, one by one, my eyes darted from elbow to elbow.
 
   My implants. The source of my power.
 
   They couldn’t be removed. They could protect themselves, even when I was unconscious. Only Professor Axis had the technology to extract them, and he never would.
 
   Williams’ words kept echoing in my mind.
 
   Make a difference. Make a difference.
 
   I even parted my lips and prepared to whisper them.
 
   That’s when I heard someone behind me. Heavy footfall coming to a rest in front of my shields. Whoever it was cleared their throat.
 
   I turned.
 
   I froze.
 
   It was Shepherd.
 
   For a man who usually wore a confident and easy expression, he now looked fragile, as if he had no idea what would happen next.
 
   With my hands still clasped behind my back and my head on an angle as I looked at him, I felt my heart flutter in my chest.
 
   He cleared his throat again, and opened his mouth. But he paused, as if his words escaped him.
 
   I should have turned to face him in full, but couldn’t. That flighty feeling of nerves erupting through my chest told me all I wanted to do was hide.
 
   I cleared my throat, and he did the same thing at the exact same moment.
 
   Then his gaze dropped to the floor as he took a breath. “I’m sorry,” he managed.
 
   My lips pressed together as my brow crumpled over my eyes. “… About what?”
 
   He wouldn’t look at me. Instead he locked his gaze on the corner of my shield. “Everything.”
 
   “You don’t need to be sorry for what the Star Forces did to me,” I said seriously.
 
   “Not that.” He shook his head, the move quick and erratic. “For not understanding what F’val was doing until it was too late. For suspecting you could be a spy. For…” he trailed off.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, if you hadn’t rescued me from F’val’s ship, I would be as good as dead now. You have nothing to apologize for.”
 
   “I put you behind that shield,” he suddenly admitted, gaze flashing up towards me.
 
   I stared at him. It would have been easy to look away, and yet something… something stopped me from doing that.
 
   “Alyssa, I’m… lost. I have no idea what we’re facing. I….”
 
   “You’re doing it by the book, Lieutenant Commander. You don’t know what my intentions are and you don’t truly understand my power. So you’re containing me, as per operational recommendations.”
 
   He smiled, but it was a stiff move that only accentuated the tight muscles along his neck. He brought up a hand and pressed it over his eyes, drawing the fingers in until they pinched the bridge of his nose. “We’re in the resistance now. We don’t need to repeat the Star Forces’ line. Jenks, I mean Alyssa, I’m sorry I put you behind that shield. I just didn’t know what else to do.”
 
   I nodded. It took a long while, but soon enough I encouraged my stiff muscles to move. Then I looked at him. I saw past the confident face and looked at the man beyond.
 
   He appeared to become uncomfortable at the intensity of my gaze, but did not step back. “Alyssa, I’m sorry. I know that sounds like a feeble thing to say, but I am. And I know all you want me to do is turn off the shields, but…” he trailed off.
 
   “But you want an assurance from me that I will not attack the Ra’xon?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You want to know how far I’ll take my fight against the Star Forces?”
 
   He nodded again.
 
   “You want to know what I really want?”
 
   He paused, then nodded. He looked up at me, eyes opening wide with attention.
 
   It was my turn to recoil back. It was my turn to think.
 
   What, in all honesty, did I want? Just revenge? Did I simply want to wipe the Farsight Program from existence and make Professor Axis pay for his crimes?
 
   Or was there something else I needed?
 
   … To be part of something bigger?
 
   For all my life I hadn’t understood that feeling – the feeling I’d experienced on the bridge of the Ra’xon as we took off from the resistance base. The immense feeling of connection when you worked with others for a greater goal.
 
   I was aware of the fact Shepherd was staring at me intently.
 
   “I just need to know… I need to know you….” Whatever he wanted to say, it was clear he couldn’t form the words.
 
   I could. I lifted my chin and looked at him directly. “I’ll join the resistance. But I won’t follow just anybody’s orders. I refuse to be used as a weapon, even against the Star Forces. I don’t want this to be about revenge,” my voice broke on the word revenge, “I want it to be about creating something better.” I stopped abruptly as I realized what I’d just said. To think, I wouldn’t have been able to even form that concept several weeks ago. Back then, my whole life had been about surviving.
 
   Now, if I was lucky, I would gain a sense of purpose.
 
   It took Shepherd a long time to react. Slowly he shook his head. “Then you have my word, Ensign Nightingale, that together we will create something better.”
 
   It was an odd way to phrase it. I assumed he’d promise that the resistance would only dedicate themselves to the betterment of the galaxy. He didn’t. And maybe he couldn’t.
 
   But he could promise me how he felt.
 
   I found myself nodding.
 
   Before I even knew what he was doing, he turned sharply on his heel, walked across to the shield console, and a second later, the level 10 force fields blinked off.
 
   I stood there.
 
   He smiled softly. “The door is open, Alyssa. You can walk out now.”
 
   I glanced at him, glanced around the med bay, and then did as he said and walked into the center of the room.
 
   He watched me, watched every movement. I can’t say there was a sense of wariness behind his gaze, just attentiveness.
 
   “So what now?” I asked slowly.
 
   It took him a while to answer. His gaze drifted from me until it locked on the door. “Now we figure out how to take back the galaxy.”
 
   “It won’t be easy,” I cautioned.
 
   He smiled, and it was such a pleasant engaging experience to watch the move bloom over his lips. “No, you’re right – it won’t be easy. Nothing ever is.”
 
   …
 
   Mari Sector, dig site
 
   All progress had stopped.
 
   They couldn’t make it through the wall.
 
   Imposing, massive, and daunting, there seemed to be no technology in this galaxy that could punch its way through that thick, thick metal.
 
   They kept trying. The Star Forces, it seemed, were obsessed with getting inside. No matter the costs.
 
   And the costs were numerous.
 
   Despite the fact a full team of elite forces soldiers had been dispatched to protect the dig site, accidents kept happening.
 
   People kept dying. Mangled bodies appearing in the damp dust of the moon’s surface.
 
   But the dig would not be stopped.
 
   And yet, at the same time, it could not continue until they found a way to make it through that wall.
 
   That way was Alyssa Nightingale, Professor Axis was sure of it.
 
   But Alyssa had flown the coop. Not for long. The Star Forces had bent there will to recapturing her. For without her, they would not be able to pry through that wall to the secrets and treasures beyond.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   My short stint as commander of the Ra’xon was over. The Captain had been fixed up and was now back.
 
   I faced her as she sat in her chair.
 
   “I stand by my decision, sir.” I stood, back rigid, hands clasped tightly behind me.
 
   The Captain half faced me, her gaze intermittently drifting to the window behind her. There was a pensive quality to her expression as the reflected light of space beyond sliced across her face.
 
   “We can’t hold Alyssa forever – we have to start trusting her.”
 
   The Captain put up a hand. “You did what you had to when you were the commander of this vessel. I will stand by your decisions. However…” she trailed off.
 
   “You can trust her, Captain,” my tone dropped. “She has assured me she will help the resistance.”
 
   “Alyssa Nightingale’s allegiance is not what bothers me,” the Captain admitted, still only half facing me as she kept the majority of her attention for the view of space beyond.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “It’s the rest of the resistance that bothers me.” She finally turned, clasping her hands together as she locked them on the table before her. She stared at me for a few seconds. “Alyssa’s allegiance currently stands, however, it will be dependent on what the resistance decides to do with her.”
 
   An uncomfortable feeling clenched my gut. “Sorry?”
 
   “You know what I’m talking about, Lieutenant Commander. The resistance is made up of a great number of different races, different creeds, and different groups. Some will be uncomfortable with the very existence of a soldier like Alyssa.”
 
   “Then make them comfortable,” I stated flatly. “You know as well as I do that if we are to win this impossible war against the Alliance, then we need impossible… allies,” I said, stopping myself from saying weapons. “The Star Forces have now turned their attention to destroying the resistance. We need to be organized enough to fight back and hit them where it counts. The only way we’re going to do that is if we make the most of our resources and play down the fears that hold us back.”
 
   The Captain took a moment to smile. It was a brief move. “You are correct, I know this. But I also know that my influence with the resistance is limited. I’m just another cog in the machine, if you will.”
 
   “You’re the commander of the Ra’xon, one of the flagships of the Alliance fleet. You have a strong, smart, capable crew willing to follow your orders. I’d say you’re a hell of a lot more than a cog in a machine, Captain.”
 
   Again she held my gaze. I would have given anything to know what she was thinking.
 
   “The Ra’xon, though powerful, is currently the most hunted vessel in the galaxy. The Star Forces will pool their resources to attack us before tearing down the rest of the resistance.”
 
   “So, what are you suggesting? Rolling over and giving up?”
 
   “No. I’m suggesting you are overestimating our power.”
 
   “I’ve known from the very beginning that this is going to be an impossible fight. We can’t go up against the raw power of the Star Forces. But we can whittle away their control. To do that, we need to look for allies. I’ve given this a lot of thought, Captain, and I think we need to reach out to the rest of the galaxy. It’s time the resistance lifts its head. No more hiding. We need to make ourselves public, and we need to ask for support.”
 
   “The Alliance controls all communication and media channels. Even if we do reach out to the galaxy, they will spin a story and we will be seen as monsters.”
 
   “Trust me, Captain, there’s plenty of people out there who want to see the Star Forces fall. We just have to find them. I’ve been working with J’lax,” I began.
 
   The Captain’s expression faltered. “I thought you two couldn’t work together?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s changed,” I admitted with a shrug. “We both think reaching out to the major pirate factions should be our next goal.”
 
   “The pirates are unstable. They have no command structure. Their leader changes every other week as the factions fight amongst themselves.”
 
   I nodded. “Believe me, I know that, but I also know that we need them. They’re good fighters, and they could probably teach the resistance of thing or two about evading Star Forces Security. After all, they’ve been doing it for over a century.”
 
   The Captain looked at me for a few seconds before a smile spread across her face.
 
   “… What?” I asked uncomfortably.
 
   “You have changed a great deal in a short time,” she noted.
 
   I stiffened.” Sorry?”
 
   “Not a day ago you were counselling me on how the resistance is a disparate force pulled asunder by too many opposing views. Now you have befriended J’lax and are admitting there is much you can learn from the pirates.”
 
   I suddenly felt exposed, and coughed quietly.
 
   “I was correct to select you as my second-in-command,” she noted.
 
   I managed a nod. “Thank you, Captain.”
 
   “Very well, bring her to our next briefing, which will be in approximately two hours.”
 
   I shook my head at the sudden change in topic. “What? Who?”
 
   “Alyssa Nightingale. I will accept your assessment. We will bring her into the fold.”
 
   I nodded, smiling as I did.
 
   “Dismissed, Lieutenant Commander. Before you attend the meeting, please provide me with a full brief on the Ra’xon’s security. I have requested the Chief overhaul all of our systems. I would like an update.”
 
   I saluted. I didn’t need to – we weren’t in the Star Forces anymore. Then again, she wasn’t technically my captain, and I wasn’t really a lieutenant commander.
 
   But I held onto that terminology and those symbols. For now they gave me comfort.
 
   I turned on my foot and left the Captain’s office.
 
   Then I made my way directly to engineering.
 
   When I walked in the door, I was surprised at what I saw.
 
   Alyssa was at the far end of the room, shifting a massive field generator from one end of the room to another. A few ensigns had paused to watch her with wide-eyed wonder, but everyone else, it seemed, had accepted her incredible abilities and were continuing their tasks.
 
   I stood there, and I wasn’t aware if my mouth was closed or open. I was only aware of my heart thumping hard in my chest.
 
   “What can I do for you, Lieutenant Commander?” the Chief asked as she walked towards me, two of her hands working on recalibrating a control pad while another hand scratched her chin.
 
   I forced my eyes off Alyssa. “What’s she doing here?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, you mean Ensign Nightingale? I’ve put her back to work. She’s showing promise as an engineer, after all.”
 
   My mouth slowly dropped open. “Sorry?”
 
   “As soon as I heard that she was allowed out of the med bay, I tracked her down and put her to work,” the Chief said once more, her words matter-of-fact. “That ain’t a problem, is it? Not considering how much work we have to do,” she said pointedly.
 
   “… No.” I swallowed.
 
   “Well, that’s great. Because she’s brilliant.” The Chief admitted as she slapped four of her hands together and wrung them tightly, a manic grin spreading over her face.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “Sorry?”
 
   The Chief gestured towards Alyssa as she helped shift a massive piece of equipment with nothing but her mind. “Just look at her, she’s worth 100 heavy duty hover pads. And she never breaks down.”
 
   I cleared my throat pointedly. “She’s not a tool, Chief.”
 
   The Chief shrugged off my comment. “I know that. She’s got a decent sense of humor when you pry far enough. What I wouldn’t give for more of her.”
 
   I shook my head. Then I allowed myself to be distracted by Alyssa for a few moments. She worked efficiently, gracefully, that distinct yellow light playing up and down her hands as she conducted heavy equipment with nothing but her mind.
 
   Maybe I allowed myself to be distracted for too long, because a second later the Chief elbowed me in the ribs.
 
   I doubled back and glared at her. “Was that necessary?”
 
   “Sure, Lieutenant Commander – you’re now the second-in-command on this ship, and you can’t allow yourself to be distracted by ensigns,” the Chief’s lips spread wide.
 
   Her tone was not lost on me.
 
   “It’s the first lesson you learn at the Academy, isn’t it? There’s no fraternization amongst the crew,” she cooed.
 
   I cleared my throat. “That’s enough,” I warned.
 
   The Chief chuckled, but appeared to drop it.
 
   “Seriously, how is the security overhaul going?” I changed the subject quickly.
 
   The moment of levity was gone. The Chief now looked at me seriously. “Slowly. I need to be meticulous – I need to know there’s no more surprises for us this time. I’ve overhauled the major systems, but we still need to go through the command code, line by line. It’ll take me another day or two.”
 
   I hissed through my teeth. “Fine,” I managed, disappointment swelling through me.
 
   “Any word from the rest of the resistance fleet?”
 
   “We’ve deliberately cut off ties with them,” I informed her. “Until we know how many Star Forces spies are amongst our ranks, “we can’t share information like that, even amongst the top echelons of the resistance. We can’t afford our ship locations to filter back to the Star Forces.”
 
   She nodded. Then she sighed. It was a heavy move that punched out of her throat as she brought up a hand and tapped it on her chest. “This has been a hell of a whirlwind,” she admitted. “I bet you’re happy you joined the resistance, ha? Seeing more action than you ever would on the Godspeed.”
 
   I was forced to snort. “That will be all. I just wanted to check on the security overhaul.”
 
   “And Alyssa,” the Chief commented.
 
   It took me a second to realize she’d spoken – because, unashamedly, I turned my attention back to Alyssa. I watched her as she conducted a massive crate across the room. She wasn’t breaking a sweat, and looked as if she was expending about as much effort as it took to blink.
 
   “Sorry?” I asked as I realized the Chief had said something.
 
   She snorted. “Never mind, Lieutenant Commander. You have my update. Don’t let me get in your way,” the Chief said with a grin as she walked away.
 
   It took too long for me to wrench my gaze off Alyssa, turn, shake my head, and walk for the doors. As I did, I caught sight of Alyssa once more in a shiny reflective panel.
 
   She was looking at me.
 
   For some reason, I smiled.
 
   Which was nice – it was good to have something to smile at right now.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I don’t know what Nathan had done, but people were starting to trust me.
 
   I expected people to be scared, terrified by my abilities, but they were adjusting. The Chief was helping, of course. Her direct mannerisms and cool attitude put people at ease.
 
   Plus, it was nice to be useful.
 
   Now, incredibly, I was being invited to a briefing. Not as a lowly ensign, but as the most powerful telekinetic warrior in the resistance.
 
   For the first time in my life, I had authority.
 
   It was an odd feeling.
 
   The key members of the resistance entered the discussion room and sat around the massive table.
 
   I hesitated, then Nathan walked right up beside me and pulled a chair out for me.
 
   He nodded to it. “You’ve earned this,” he said under his breath, then turned and sat beside me.
 
   I smiled, and followed suit.
 
   As we waited for the Captain to arrive, I couldn’t stop my gaze from drifting towards Shepherd. A few times, however, I saw he was looking at me, and I quickly looked at my hands, even clearing my throat.
 
   Lady Argoza and J’lax arrived.
 
   J’lax, to my surprise, sat next to Shepherd.
 
   I was under the impression they hated each other.
 
   As soon as J’lax was seated, he leaned forward in his chair, twisted his head around, and looked right at me.
 
   “… Yes?” I managed.
 
   “Neat trick you did with that guy’s armor. Remind me never to piss you off.” He grinned and turned around.
 
   “Ah, thanks.”
 
   I was suddenly aware that the Lady Argoza had stopped on the other side of the table, and she was staring at me.
 
   When I looked up, she glanced away and sat down.
 
   There was a certain… stiffness about her. I couldn’t really explain it.
 
   Soon enough the Captain entered. She cleared her throat, marched to her chair, sat down, and nodded. “We find ourselves in a position we could not have imagined. The resistance are on the run. We must now decide what we do next.”
 
   “My vote is we continue to rally people to our cause. It’s time to reach out to the pirate factions,” Nathan said.
 
   I was shocked by his suggestion. Despite the fact he’d joined the resistance, he seemed like a man who did things by the book. And reaching out to pirate factions was not by the book.
 
   J’lax nodded. “It’s a good plan. Most of the pirate factions know about the resistance, and while they haven’t joined us yet, I think we can sway them. We just need to make them believe that the sacrifices are worth it. That we have a chance.”
 
   “It’s a compelling point,” the Captain noted. “Now the resistance is fractured, we need support and supplies more than ever.”
 
   “Surely we must regroup. We must bring the resistance back together and hide until the current Star Forces’ onslaught subsides,” the Lady Argoza suggested, turning to the Captain. Though, for just a second, her gaze lingered on me.
 
   I don’t know why, but it made me feel uncomfortable.
 
   “That’s too dangerous right now,” Shepherd interrupted. “We have no idea how many Star Forces spies are still amongst us.”
 
   The Lady Argoza now looked directly at me.
 
   My stomach clenched.
 
   So that was it, was it? She thought I was a Star Forces spy.
 
   After everything that had happened to me at their hands, that pissed me off.
 
   “The Lady Argoza may have a point,” the Captain tried to mediate, “the current Star Forces’ onslaught may subside with time.”
 
   “We have to reach out and draw more people into the resistance,” Shepherd countered.
 
   J’lax nodded in agreement.
 
   “That’s too dangerous. We need to concentrate on drawing the resistance together,” the Lady Argoza repeated once more.
 
   Their words started to wash over me, and I could feel my hand clench into a fist.
 
   They were wrong. All of them were wrong.
 
   If they wanted to destroy the Star Forces, they had to start attacking. Not the relatively insignificant military targets the resistance had concentrated on in the past – but ones that mattered. Ones that would hurt.
 
   The Alliance wouldn’t wait around for the resistance to regroup and draw others into its ranks.
 
   They were going to attack. Now. Relentlessly.
 
   While we still had ships, we had to attack back.
 
   I curled my hand harder and harder into a fist.
 
   Then suddenly, while the Lady Argoza was distracted talking to the Captain, Shepherd leaned towards me. “Don’t take it out on your hand. Just tell us. You’re allowed to speak your mind, Alyssa.”
 
   I darted my gaze over to him, and he offered me a short nod.
 
   I relaxed my hand and took a breath. “That’s going to get you killed,” I interrupted Argoza.
 
   She swiveled her gaze towards me. “Sorry?”
 
   “All of this is going to get you killed. Sooner rather than later. You can try going to ground, but it isn’t going to work. You need to face the fact that the Star Forces have infiltrated the resistance. If you run, they are going to follow. And if you pause to bring others into the resistance, you’re just going to jeopardize their lives too. There will come a time to reach out to the pirates, but first we need to solidify our position. And the only way to do that is to start fighting.”
 
   “We simply don’t have the resources,” Argoza began.
 
   I spoke right over her. “Look around, you’re on the Ra’xon,” I said slowly, mouth moving around every word. “This is one of the best equipped heavy cruisers in the fleet. Sure, some of the newer ships may be faster, but they’re also untested. Right here we have an advantage. In a little under 24 hours, the Chief will have completed her purge of the system. There’ll be no more booby-traps, no more bugs. We’ll be free to take the fight to the Star Forces.”
 
   “And attack what?” Argoza said, words harsher than usual.
 
   It took me a second to gain the courage to say it. The word flickered in my mind, but I felt myself cowering from it, as if it could lash out and kill me. I blinked my eyes closed, then opened them. “The Miracle. We need to go after the Miracle.”
 
   The Lady Argoza let out a short laugh. “We would die.”
 
   “You’re talking about the central research vessel of the Enforcement Unit, aren’t you?” the Captain questioned.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “There is no way this ship would be able to take on the Miracle,” Argoza repeated firmly.
 
   “You’re talking like you know the technical specifications of the Miracle,” I commented coldly. “Have you ever been on board?”
 
   Argoza held my gaze.
 
   “I have. I was on that ship for three goddamn years. I know its weaknesses,” my voice dropped, “I also know how important it is. If we can only take out one ship, it has to be the Miracle. It’s not just the home of the Farsight Program,” I couldn’t control my tone, but kept my chin held high, “it’s where they develop all their prototype weapons. It’s also where you’re going to gain the information you need to undermine the Star Forces. If you’d had the release codes for that EF soldier’s armor, he would never have gotten that far. You could have disabled his armor with a single code. You’ll have access to the Star Forces’ greatest secrets as well as their next-generation weapons. You can just wait around until they use them on the resistance, or we can go in there and steal them now.”
 
   “It will never work,” Argoza said, somewhat haughtily.
 
   “Alyssa… that’s a hell of a target,” Shepherd said, using far more tact than Argoza. “Maybe the Lady is right, and maybe we wouldn’t be able to take it on. Hell, we won’t even be able to find it.”
 
   “The Miracle uses quantum destabilizer cores. I know this because once upon a time Professor Axis tried to see if I could shut them down,” I said through a forced, stiff smile, “you can scan for them. If you know what you’re looking for. The emissions are masked to look like ordinary quantum discrepancies. But if we know we’re looking for,” I repeated once more, “we will be able to find the Miracle.”
 
   “You suggest we scan the entire galaxy?” Argoza said pointedly, collapsing her hands into her lap and giving me a stern look that told me she thought I was an idiot.
 
   I stared straight back at her. “Reach out to the rest of the resistance. Make use of the fact we’re currently disbursed. With the number of ships the resistance has, it will be a relatively easy task.”
 
   “But I thought our current goal was not to share sensitive information with the rest of the resistance. If the Lieutenant Commander is correct, and there are still spies amongst us, they will warn the Miracle we’re looking for it.”
 
   “Nobody will know we’re looking for the Miracle. The Miracle is a high-level secret amongst the Star Forces. And nobody out there is going to know what kind of drives she has. We’ll tell the resistance we’re looking for quantum discrepancies because we’re searching for a place to hide.”
 
   “What?” Argoza asked.
 
   “The quantum discrepancies the Miracle’s engines produce look a lot like red holes, and it makes sense to hide the Ra’xon near a red hole. We’ve got big enough engines and powerful enough shields to keep us steady near an event horizon. The resulting spatial anomalies would keep us hidden from all sensors.”
 
   There was silence. The Captain leaned forward. “Your assessment is correct. That is, it would make sense for the Ra’xon to be searching for such an anomaly.”
 
   “But aren’t the resistance’s sensor sweeps simply going to detect red holes?” Argoza pointed out through a terse breath.
 
   “Sure they are. We’ll just have to cross reference data we get against the Miracle’s likely positions, and pick the best fit. If we get sensor data back suggesting there’s a red hole in the middle of a prominent transport route, we’re gonna know it’s the Miracle.”
 
   Again there was silence.
 
   I felt Shepherd turn to stare at me. I could tell the quality of his gaze was searching.
 
   “This is nothing more than a revenge mission,” Argoza suddenly pointed out.
 
   I stiffened at that.
 
   “We appreciate your experiences at the hand of the Farsight Program. But we cannot allow your desire for revenge to derail the resistance,” Argoza said.
 
   I took a choked breath. “If I wanted revenge, Argoza,” I said, deliberately dropping her honorific title, “I would march into the brig and pull the implants out of F’val, one after the other,” I said as I drummed my fingers one after the other on the desk. “I haven’t done that. Because what I want is to stop the Star Forces. And the only way we’re going to do that, is by taking away what they need. They need the Miracle,” my lips stiffened around every word. “Taking it down will be a crippling blow for the Star Forces. It’s also going to be the hook we need to get more people to join the resistance. I don’t doubt that the Lieutenant Commander and J’lax here can try to convince the pirate factions to join us. But if we want their wholesale support, we’re going to need to show them that we are worth the risk.”
 
   My words punched around the room, echoing off the walls.
 
   They brought with them a thoughtful silence.
 
   “You have a point,” Shepherd conceded.
 
   “We can’t risk the Ra’xon,” Argoza began, shooting Shepherd a surprised look.
 
   “Nor can we hold onto her like a treasured jewel,” the Captain warned. “The very last thing we should do is protect the Ra’xon at the detriment of our goal. We must use her, or there is no point.”
 
   Lady Argoza now looked embattled. She glanced at Nathan again for support, but I could tell he turned towards me once more.
 
   “Is this really possible? Do you honestly think we have any chance whatsoever of taking on the Miracle? Wouldn’t she be protected by other ships?” Shepherd continued, oblivious to Argoza’s pleading stare.
 
   “We’re going to have to set up a trap. We’ll have the advantage. The Star Forces’ prime weakness is their arrogance. And if there’s one person who’s more arrogant than the rest, it’s Professor Axis. He’ll never believe anyone could have the hubris to attack the Miracle. Once we find out where it is, we’ll use long-range scans to assess the situation, and then we’ll come up with a plan of attack.”
 
   “This is suicide,” Argoza protested.
 
   “Standing still and doing nothing is worse,” I commented immediately. “But if you don’t want to believe my assessment, ask Williams. She’s been on that ship too. She won’t know as much as I do as I… had the displeasure of seeing more of it for a longer time. But she’ll be able to tell you whether we’ve got a shot.”
 
   Again silence met my words.
 
   Everyone turned to the Captain.
 
   She was staring at the table, then slowly she let her searching gaze lock on each of us in turn. “This is a critically important decision.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “If this gamble pays off, we will have dealt a critical blow to the Star Forces. It will also increase support for the resistance. However, if we fail….”
 
   “We’ll all die. We’re all going to die anyway,” I pointed out. “But I’d rather go out fighting for the right thing then cowering in fear.”
 
   “Alyssa,” Nathan suddenly asked in a soft tone from my side.
 
   I turned to him.
 
   “Aren’t you… scared though?”
 
   “… Scared?” I pretended I didn’t know what he was talking about.
 
   “That this fails, and they take you back,” he said, voice so quiet it could barely travel.
 
   I stared at him, and it took a long time before I wrenched my gaze free and swallowed. With wide-open eyes I stared at the center of the table. “I’m sick of running away from them. I’m sick of wasting the only opportunities I have to fight back.”
 
   He held my gaze. It wasn’t the tenderest moment I’d ever had, but it was close. There was something about the quality of his attention.
 
   Slowly he nodded. “That’s good enough for me. Captain,” he nodded at the Captain, “if Williams concurs, and you’re behind it, I support this plan.”
 
   “We must consult with the rest of the resistance,” Argoza objected.
 
   “If news that we’re going after the Miracle spreads, our attack will turn into a trap,” I countered immediately. “Speaking of which, we need to institute a complete communications lockdown. We don’t know if there are spies aboard the Ra’xon,” I said bluntly, “and considering how well F’val fooled everyone, I think it’s safe to admit there are. If it were me, Captain, I would disable our communications relay and ensure that we only send messages if both you and the Chief are present.”
 
   The Captain considered my words.
 
   Argoza scoffed.
 
   The Captain put up a hand. “You have a point, Ensign.”
 
   “About that, I never passed my training,” I muttered. “I was plucked out of the Academy before I had the chance.”
 
   “Well, in that case, I will have to assess your skills based on what I’ve seen. A rank of lieutenant is fitting.”
 
   I frowned. “Sorry?”
 
   “As I am no longer encumbered by Star Forces protocol, I can use my own discretion to promote you. You are now a lieutenant.”
 
   I couldn’t quite believe what she was saying. Me, a lieutenant?
 
   Nathan gave a soft laugh. “It’s not that scary, trust me,” he said so quietly only I picked it up.
 
   “Captain,” Argoza began, “you can’t seriously be considering her suggestion.”
 
   “I am. And, to be honest, I had already been considering something like it before. We must, as Alyssa has said, face the fact that there are probably still spies aboard the Ra’xon. We must limit our communications. While we have overhauled our security system, it is still feasible that a well-trained operative would be able to get a message off. That is why I have already asked the Chief to look into a method for stopping all non-essential ship-wide communications. If the Ra’xon is to send a communication, we will need to activate the communications rig and wait for it to reboot.”
 
   “Isn’t that a massive risk?” Argoza shifted forward, her hands pressing so hard into the table that I could see her knuckles pushing tight against her skin. “What if we need to get off a message in a hurry?”
 
   “We will not be able to. This is the only method I see to ensure that the spies amongst our ranks – if they exist – will not be able to undermine our mission.”
 
   “What about portable communications rigs?” Shepherd questioned.
 
   “We will jam all frequencies. The jamming controls will be locked to both myself and the Chief.”
 
   “I still believe this isn’t necessary,” Argoza protested.
 
   “I appreciate your opinion, Lady,” the Captain replied with a low respectful nod, “but please appreciate that I understand the operation of this ship better than you.”
 
   Lady Argoza dwindled into silence. Every now and then, however, she jerked her gaze towards me.
 
   She was clearly suspicious of me. Well that didn’t matter – because I was now starting to get suspicious of her.
 
   Could she be a spy? Or was she simply not used to being ignored?
 
   “Lieutenant Nightingale, you will work closely with Lieutenant Commander Shepherd and Williams to organize a plan of attack,” the Captain began.
 
   I didn’t face her, as honestly I didn’t realize she was speaking to me.
 
   Shepherd cleared his throat and nudged me slightly with his elbow. “That’s you.”
 
   I jolted. “Sorry. I’m not used to being called lieutenant yet,” I admitted awkwardly.
 
   “Well get used to it,” the Captain said through a half smile. “I expect you to complete your initial plan within the next 24 hours. Understood?”
 
   I nodded firmly.
 
   “Very well, dismissed.” The Captain rose.
 
   We all rose with her.
 
   I… hadn’t been expecting that. To be honest, when I heard I’d been called to this briefing, I thought I’d face the firing squad. I’d thought the Captain was going to tell me that I was too much of a risk to be trusted. Well now I was a lieutenant, and I was in charge of coming up with a plan to attack the Miracle.
 
   ….
 
   Nathan cleared his throat next to me. “Congratulations,” he said through a grin.
 
   I turned to him. I was actually smiling.
 
   This made him laugh. “You know, we should celebrate,” he started, but coughed towards the end, shooting me an embarrassed smile as he patted his hair down.
 
   “Do we have time?” I asked. As strange as it sounded, I wanted to take him up on his offer. Celebrate. For the first time in years. I wanted to forget my troubles and rejoice over my first scrap of good fortune.
 
   “We can make the time,” he said.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt, but shouldn’t you be, ah, I don’t know, planning the most impossible mission in the universe?” J’lax said as he crossed his arms, his muscles pushing tight against his slim body armor.
 
   “It won’t be impossible,” I said in a soft voice, “just hard.”
 
   He stopped. “You’re talking about taking on the most powerful ship in the Star Forces. You really are a hellcat, aren’t you, Lieutenant Nightingale?” He grinned. “Anyhow, you guys need any help planning an attack, let me know. I used to run sorties against Star Forces Security with the pirates. It was a lot of fun,” he commented as he turned around with a wave.
 
   Nathan laughed.
 
   … They were friends already.
 
   It reminded me how quickly things could change.
 
   Nathan turned back to me, and there was a different look in his eyes. It made my stomach shift.
 
   He opened his mouth.
 
   And the Lady Argoza appeared at his shoulder. “Lieutenant Commander, may I have a word? It’s urgent,” she said as Nathan paused.
 
   “Okay,” he said through a sigh. “I’ll catch you around, Lieutenant.” He grinned at me.
 
   I brought a hand up for some goddamn reason and waved.
 
   Realizing how weird that was, I let my hand fall as I shook my head.
 
   Then I watched the two of them exit the room. As they neared the doors, Lady Argoza looked over her shoulder and glanced at me.
 
   There was a challenge playing in her gaze.
 
   I narrowed my eyes.
 
   Maybe she wasn’t a spy, but I got the sudden feeling she was hiding something.
 
   I would find out what it was.
 
   And I would also take this fight to the Star Forces.
 
   For the first time in my life, I was ready and willing to attack.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
    “What’s this about?” I asked as Argoza took me inside an empty room.
 
   She had a flighty look about her, as if she were expecting attack. Her brow was slicked with a fine layer of sweat, and I could tell from every quick inhale that she was nervous.
 
   I frowned, crossing my arms tightly in front of my chest. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She finally looked up at me, her gaze darting and quick. She also took a snapped step towards me. “We need to be careful, Lieutenant Commander… Nathan,” she corrected quickly, “there’s too much at stake.”
 
   I frowned, the move etching its way down my chin. “We know that, I know that,” I said slowly and clearly. “What’s this really about?”
 
   She seemed to hesitate before she made a decision. “You can’t trust her.”
 
   I didn’t need to ask who the Lady Argoza was referring to.
 
   I felt myself stiffen. It was involuntary at first, marching its way up my back, then I let it settle. I made no attempt to control my expression. “She’s been through a hell of a lot. None of us have suffered at the hands of the Star Forces like she has. I think we owe it to her to trust her,” I said, emphasizing the word owe with a shake of my voice.
 
   Lady Argoza took a quick step back, her delicate shoes pressing hard against the smooth polished floor. A particular look flashed in her gaze, and I didn’t need to be a genius to realize what it meant.
 
   She thought I didn’t trust her. And she was right, at least about this. Still, she was a valued friend, and I couldn’t afford to lose her, so I took a step forward of my own. “It’s okay. I realize a lot has happened in a short time.”
 
   Her gaze flashed with defiance. “You’re right, Nathan, too much. So much has been happening that none of us have had a chance to truly analyze what’s going on. Don’t you think that’s dangerous?”
 
   I wanted to dismiss her words. I couldn’t. She had a point. And yet I knew that despite that point we could trust Alyssa. That knowledge bypassed my brain and sank deep into the center of my chest. It enabled me to take a firm breath. “We can trust her,” I said firmly, voice rattling with the authority of command. “And we need her. Especially if we’re going to take on the Miracle.”
 
   “Which is suicide. Nathan, we don’t have a chance against that ship.”
 
   “If you’d asked me a day ago, I would have assumed you’re right. But now…” I trailed off as I looked down at my hands briefly. What was I trying to say? Now what? What exactly had changed? The Star Forces were still after Alyssa, and they were still going to do everything they could to crush the resistance.
 
   So why did I feel as if everything had changed? As if we now had a chance?
 
   As I trailed off into a long silence, she swallowed uncomfortably. “Even if you’re right,” she appeared to say reluctantly, gaze dropping to the floor before darting up to me, those startling blue eyes widening with attentiveness, “can’t you see how dangerous this is? She’s after revenge.”
 
   “I honestly think it’s more complicated than that. I think she’s right, and the resistance has to start attacking the Star Forces where it hurts the most. Especially now we’re on the run. Especially now the Star Forces know we’re a threat. I know how my father operates, and I know he’s going to be relentless from this point onwards. We need to take any opportunity that arises. Or this resistance will count for nothing. We’ll be remembered as little more than a ragtag band of traitors who didn’t have the gumption to fight when they had the chance.”
 
   She looked into my eyes for a few seconds before shaking her head bitterly. “You’re allowing yourself to be carried away, can’t you see that? Can’t you see how risky this is? Not only will we be delivering the Ra’xon back to the Star Forces, but we’ll be taking Alyssa back with it. Haven’t you thought of that? What will happen not if we fail, but when?”
 
   I stiffened, every muscle locking into place down my back and into my feet. I couldn’t even breathe.
 
   “Tell me I don’t have a point?” She looked entreatingly up into my eyes.
 
   … I couldn’t. She did have a point. And yet, at the same time, I knew Alyssa was right. We had to do something now, no matter the odds. Because there wouldn’t be a tomorrow to regroup and retry. The Star Forces were now intent on crushing us.
 
   I took another step forward until we were close enough that I could see every startling detail of those crystal-clear eyes. “Lady Argoza, I can’t give you the answer you seek. All I ask is that you trust us. This is the right thing to do.”
 
   She didn’t appear capable of speaking. She just stared at me. Then finally, after a few heart-pulsing seconds, she closed her eyes. “Fine, Nathan,” she said quietly, her voice sounding as if it were far off, “you win. But I’m warning you… be careful about trusting her.” Her eyes opened in a snap. “We don’t know anything about her.”
 
   Though they shouldn’t have, her words sliced right through me like a blade cutting me from head to foot.
 
   I swallowed uncomfortably, hiding the move with a cough. “We can trust her,” I said, hating the fact my voice had a slight waver.
 
   The Lady Argoza said nothing more. She nodded her head, placing her hands neatly in front of herself as she turned and walked out.
 
   She left me with a cold uncomfortable sweat prickling up my shoulders and collecting down my back.
 
   I could trust Alyssa.
 
   … Right?
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   After my unsettling discussion with Lady Argoza, I soon found myself in the primary mess hall eating with Williams.
 
   It was the first quiet moment I’d had in what felt like weeks, if not months.
 
   The food wasn’t fantastic, but I still ate it with relish.
 
   Williams, however, seemed slow for some reason.
 
   I looked up at her a few times, checking on her. That’s when I noticed.
 
   Her hand was shaking. I frowned as I glanced at it. “Are you okay?”
 
   She forced a smile as she grabbed her spoon and piled more food into her mouth. “Fine,” she said around a mouthful.
 
   She brought her hand down. Even though I could tell she was trying to control it, it shivered again.
 
   I frowned harder. “Williams, are you sure you’re okay? Have you gone to the medical bay for scans?”
 
   She tried to ignore me, concentrating on her meal instead.
 
   “Annabelle?”
 
   She looked up. “Nathan, it’s okay. Don’t worry about it. I know what it is.”
 
   My stomach clenched. “Know what it is? It’s not… it’s not something to do with your implants, is it?”
 
   At first I thought she wasn’t going to react, then she nodded slowly. “It’s withdrawal,” she said in a soft tone.
 
   I felt sick. That didn’t stop me from pressing my hands against the table, leaning close to her, and surveying her face for any sign of injury or illness. “I’ll take you to the med bay. That’s where they’re keeping the compound 78, right?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I don’t want you to do that.”
 
   “Williams, you need that stuff to live,” I counseled in a strict tone.
 
   “Nathan,” she said through a soft laugh, “I know that. I’m rationing myself,” she admitted.
 
   “… Rationing yourself?”
 
   “I can survive with a little less. The tremors don’t really bother me.”
 
   “But why would you—” I stopped.
 
   I knew the reason.
 
   “Our current supplies are projected to last a year and a half. That sounds like a long time, but we still don’t know… if she’ll need more. The doctor’s currently doing tests, and it seems F’val was right – Alyssa is going to need more and more as time goes on.”
 
   I couldn’t speak. I hadn’t been prepared for this frank conversation. A nauseating feeling swelled in my gut until I put down my spoon. “I’m sorry,” I said in a voice that barely registered above a whisper.
 
   “It’s not your fault, Nathan. And this isn’t as bad as it seems. Like I said, a slight tremor isn’t much of a problem. Just don’t ask me to do any fine needlework.” She tried to grin.
 
   I knew she was faking it, trying to convince me that she was okay with what was happening.
 
   I could have pulled her up on it. I didn’t.
 
   I smiled. “Why would I ask you to do any fine needlework? Williams, I’ve seen some of your drawings. To be blunt, you don’t have a lot of talent for art.”
 
   She grinned now. “Look who’s talking, Shepherd – you’re about as artistic as a rock.”
 
   I laughed. “Fair call.”
 
   We both went back to our meal, and every few seconds I looked up to check on her, my gaze locking on her hand. She’d go a few minutes before another tremble. It was slight, but it was there, and it was enough to remind me of how horrible her situation was. I resolved then and there to do something about it. To stop the Farsight Program and reverse its effects.
 
   No matter what it took.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” Williams questioned as she sat against the table beside me, her arms crossed and a pensive look crumpling her features. “Do you honestly think we have a chance?”
 
   I shrugged. “I hope we have a chance,” I said, honestly.
 
   Williams let out a short laugh. It wasn’t harsh and it wasn’t judgmental.
 
   Maybe it was the mere fact Williams had saved my life twice, but I’d warmed to her. Naturally. She was the first friend I’d had in years.
 
   I felt I could trust her, too. Felt that she could understand me. She was probably the only person on this ship who could truly understand me. Except maybe for Shepherd.
 
   Shepherd. Despite the situation, my mind returned to him once more. I even found my foot tapping against the floor as I thought of him.
 
   If he hadn’t been so persistent in finding out my secret, I wouldn’t be here right now, would I? I’d be back with Professor Axis.
 
   A cold shiver raced down my back just as a warm spark of something flared in my heart.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Williams asked.
 
   I looked up to see her brow crumple.
 
   “Never mind,” I said quickly. “I should be thinking about our mission.”
 
   “He’s a good man,” she suddenly said out of nowhere.
 
   I couldn’t control myself, and my gaze jerked up to her. “What?” I asked through a dry mouth.
 
   “Shepherd. You were thinking about Shepherd, weren’t you?”
 
   “How do you—” I cleared my throat abruptly.
 
   She laughed. A low, light move. “I’m not clairvoyant or anything. I just… I guess I have a talent for observing people. But you were thinking about him, weren’t you?”
 
   Maybe there was a challenge behind her words and her gaze, maybe there wasn’t.
 
   I blinked my eyes closed, practically wincing, then I took a sharp breath. “Okay, I was. What of it?”
 
   “It must be confusing for you.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “Everything that’s going on for you right now must be confusing. But you can trust us. Me and Shepherd. He may have only just joined the resistance and learnt about telekinetic warriors, but you can trust him.”
 
   Her sudden admission floored me. I made no attempt to control my expression, made no attempt to still my suddenly hammering heart.
 
   “I know it’s hard to learn to trust again. Believe me,” she admitted as she brought a slightly trembling hand up and hooked her loose fringe behind her ears. “But if you give it time, it will happen naturally.”
 
   Maybe I should have changed the subject, diverted her attention somehow – I didn’t. Instead I nodded.
 
   I just nodded.
 
   Again she let out the softest of laughs. “You know, I’ll admit, when I first met you, I thought you were really irritating.”
 
   One of my eyebrows crumpled down as the other stiffened into an arch. “Really?”
 
   “You always kept to yourself and seemed so cold. And then when Shepherd developed an interest in you…” she trailed off and shrugged.
 
   … Developed an interest in me?
 
   My chest tensed, my shoulders shifting down, an uneasy feeling swelling in my gut.
 
   Finally Williams looked up. “None of that matters anymore. What matters is finally stopping the Farsight Program and putting an end to the Star Forces’ tyranny.” Her demeanor changed instantly. She got the anger and determination back.
 
   I could have shifted the conversation back to how Shepherd felt about me, but I didn’t. Instead I nodded. It was low, it was respectful, and I hoped it promised her I would do everything to fulfil this mission.
 
   “Okay, enough chat, not that I can order you around anymore considering we’re both lieutenants. Anyhow, we need to figure out how we are going to get aboard the Miracle. From memory, she has three backup shield generators. Even if the Ra’xon were to take her on head-to-head, it would take us too long to whittle our way through the Miracle’s shields. She’d be able to call for backup. We need to find a way to punch through her defenses before she can get a message off.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that too.” I shifted forward, pressing my elbows into the polished table and steepling my fingers together. “The Miracle’s backup shield won’t work if she’s taking something on board.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I pressed forward along the table, locking my determined gaze on Williams as she still leaned there, arms crumpled in front of her chest. I let a tense second pass, and I took a breath. “We need to lure the Miracle in with a prize so tempting it will turn off its shields and take that same thing aboard.”
 
   I watched Williams shiver.
 
   “When the Miracle’s defenses are down, when its main hangar bay is open, then we’ll attack. The Ra’xon is big, don’t get me wrong, but if we’re clever, will be able to hide her long enough to make that sneak attack.”
 
   Williams swallowed, the move hard as it pressed against her tight collar. “What exactly are we going to lure the Miracle with?” her voice was so low it was hard to pick up.
 
   I let my hands clench, felt my fingers push hard into my palms, then I released them. I took another tight breath. “Me,” I said simply, surprised I could actually keep my voice even.
 
   I saw Williams twitch. “You’re out of your mind.”
 
   I shook my head, hair slicing across my cheeks. Though everyone now knew I was Alyssa Nightingale, I still hadn’t changed my appearance. It felt… wrong. If I went back to the way I’d once looked, I’d go back to the way I’d felt too. The way I’d felt for those three long years as Professor Axis had trained me.
 
   That thought gave me the determination I needed to nod. “It’s not mad, and it will work. Think about it. Professor Axis will be so greedy to get me back, he won’t think twice about his ship’s defenses. He’s the most arrogant man I’ve ever met.”
 
   Williams kept shaking her head, from left to right, more and more strands of hair falling from her bun. “No, that’s suicide. I won’t let you do it. I won’t let you go back there.”
 
   “It won’t be forever. The Ra’xon will be just around the corner.”
 
   She looked at me, true horror shifting through her gaze. “This is just too risky.”
 
   “I honestly don’t see what other option we have. We have to find some way to lower their defenses, to get them to open their primary docking bay. And the only way to do that is if they’re taking something on board.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.” I flattened my palm onto the table. “But don’t worry, I don’t intend to be going alone.”
 
   “What?” Her brow scrunched up. “Shepherd is going to come with me.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Think about it. It’s not like I can just show up. We need someone to take me in. Someone believable. Shepherd is the son of the Admiral. Before a few weeks ago, he’d never even heard of the resistance. He’d been on the straight and narrow, on a clear career path to the Admiralty.”
 
   “This is way too risky.” Williams brought a hand up and anchored her thumb against her cheek as she massaged her brow with her fingers.
 
   “But it will work.”
 
   “No it won’t. Remember, F’val has already told the Star Forces everything. They’ll know that Shepherd joined the resistance.”
 
   “Or at least, that he appeared to join the resistance. Think about it – he’s the decorated son of a decorated Admiral. If there’s anyone less likely to join the resistance, it’s him. As long as he gives them something they want – me – they aren’t going to question his story.”
 
   Williams continued to shake her head, albeit with less determination. “I still think this is too risky. There has to be some other way.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll look for one. But we need to keep this as a backup plan. I’m not going to let the Miracle go.”
 
   Williams held my gaze. She nodded. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes, too. But…” she trailed off.
 
   “This isn’t meant to be easy. It’s going to be the hardest thing we’ve ever done in our lives.” I warned, meaning every word.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
    “No, that’s crazy. There’s no way we’re going to do that,” I said as I faced off against Williams and Alyssa. “How could you even suggest that, Alyssa?”
 
   She didn’t meet my gaze. Instead, with her arms locked firmly in front of her chest, she angled her head towards the far wall.
 
   “Alyssa?” I pressed.
 
   “If we want to win, we have to be willing to risk.”
 
   “Your life?” I said through a hiss, heart thundering away in my chest.
 
   “Yes, I’m willing to risk my life.”
 
   “Well I’m not,” I said before I realized what I was saying.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Williams looked at me.
 
   I tried to ignore her. I took a quick step forward. We were standing in one of the empty discussion rooms. Behind us was a wall of windows, space streaking past with lines of white and yellow stars. My quick footfall crushed the soft carpet as I took yet another step towards her. I tried to tip my head down, tried to capture her attention, but she was concertedly not looking my way. “Alyssa. Alyssa?”
 
   Finally she looked up. “This plan will work.”
 
   “No, this plan could work, if we are extremely lucky. But we can’t afford to count on luck.” My stomach churned as I tried but appeared to fail to get her to understand my point.
 
   Suddenly, out of nowhere, Lady Argoza’s words struck me.
 
   How much did I really know about Alyssa?
 
   … Could I honestly trust her?
 
   Could this… could this all be an attempt to return to the Miracle? Could she honestly be a double agent?
 
   No, I told myself firmly. That’s impossible. If I hadn’t intervened with F’val, he would have taken Alyssa back. And she’d done everything she could to protect the resistance.
 
   So this was something else.
 
   This was revenge. She wasn’t seeing clearly because she couldn’t see past the destruction of the Miracle.
 
   I felt myself swallowing.
 
   “Nathan, I don’t want to admit this, but she is right – it could work.”
 
   “Could,” I repeated again, voice shaking so badly it felt like the word would break like glass.
 
   Alyssa looked at me sharply. “I thought you understood?”
 
   “Understood what?” A sinking feeling descended through my stomach.
 
   “How important it is to attack now. While we have the chance.”
 
   I swallowed again, mouth getting steadily drier. “I do understand. But this… it’s suicide.”
 
   “Standing still is suicide too. There’s a chance this could work. If we’re smart, we plan ahead, and we’re willing to risk things.”
 
   I shook my head, drawing on all my years of training as an officer. I looked up at her sharply too, brows crumpling over my eyes. “No. We’re not going to do this,” I decided.
 
   “Then what are we going to do? Wait for the spies on the Ra’xon to try to destroy us again? Because I guarantee you, there’ll be more double agents onboard. You give them long enough, they’ll hand us back to the Star Forces.”
 
   My jaw stiffened. Tension shifted down my shoulders and into my arms until all I wanted to do was clench my hands into fists and strike the wall.
 
   “I didn’t want to believe Argoza, but this is about revenge, isn’t it?” I asked before I could stop myself.
 
   I watched her pale, watched her once open face crumpled with suspicion.
 
   That look, that look felt like it stabbed right through my chest. But I wasn’t going to back down.
 
   “Don’t you appreciate how important you are? We can’t simply deliver you back to the Miracle.”
 
   “This isn’t about me,” she roared, voice punching through the room, “this is about doing something. Finally. I’m sick of running.” Her voice shook with such obvious emotion it was impossible to ignore.
 
   I swallowed again. I was starting to realize she was even more fragile than I’d once suspected.
 
   As she should be, considering what had happened to her.
 
   But sometimes, when she looked up at me, gaze full of defiance, it was tempting to believe she was so much stronger.
 
   I brought a hand up and pinched the bridge of my nose before letting my fingers drop. “Our next move may be our last move unless we’re careful.”
 
   “Nathan,” Williams shifted forward, “I don’t want to believe this anymore than you do, but I’ve looked through the alternatives, and I don’t think anything else will work. Considering your stature as Admiral Shepherd’s son, I honestly do think it is believable for you to turn against the resistance and take Alyssa in.”
 
   I curled a hand into a fist. It was so tight I thought the fingers would punch right through the bone to the other side. I shook my head.
 
   Williams ignored me. “We need something, Nathan. And you’re it.”
 
   “So what? You want me to deliver Alyssa back to the Miracle? Back to the place where…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t have the right. I didn’t know exactly what had happened to them, but it felt wrong to qualify their horrors with mere words.
 
   “You won’t be alone. The Ra’xon will be at hand. And so will Alyssa. You’ll have to convince the Miracle that you’ve drugged her and she’ll be no threat. But she’ll be fine and ready to act when we give the word.” Williams took another soft step towards me.
 
   I wanted to back away. Suddenly it felt as if I was being pinned into a corner. My gaze jerked between both of them until I turned and stared out the window.
 
   I let out a swearword. Wincing, I opened my eyes. “And what if they don’t believe me? What if they don’t believe that I turned against the resistance? What if they don’t believe I drugged Alyssa?”
 
   “You’re Nathan Shepherd,” Williams said through a smile, “isn’t there nothing you can’t do?”
 
   I let out a frustrated snap of a laugh.
 
   Then I considered her words, and, more importantly, the plan.
 
   … Could it work?
 
   Was it brazen? Was it mere revenge?
 
   Or was it, quite possibly, the only decisive move we could take?
 
   Maybe they could tell that I was softening, because Williams shifted towards me again. “Ask the Captain. It will be her decision in the end, but she’ll be more receptive if it comes from you.”
 
   I looked at her warily. Then I let my gaze shift towards Alyssa.
 
   She was staring at me, but thank God the suspicion was gone. There was something else flickering in her gaze. I couldn’t tell what it was, didn’t know enough about her to predict what she was thinking.
 
   Before I knew it, I realized I’d been staring at her for far too long.
 
   I cleared my throat. “… Okay.”
 
   Christ, had I actually just agreed to do this?
 
   Williams smiled, the move bursting across her face. “You won’t regret this. We’ll make sure this works.”
 
   It took me a long time to nod.
 
   “I believe in you,” Alyssa suddenly said.
 
   The comment came out of nowhere.
 
   I shook my head, cheeks paling. “What?”
 
   Though she appeared uncomfortable, she took a steeling breath. “I believe in you,” she repeated clearly.
 
   Williams grinned as if it was a private joke.
 
   My head snapped from side-to-side as I stared between them. “What is this?”
 
   “It’s nothing. It’s me… learning to trust again. And I believe in you, Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd. If I didn’t, we wouldn’t be doing this. If I didn’t know I could trust you, there’d be no way I would let you take me back aboard the Miracle,” she spoke haltingly and carefully. “But I trust you. I know what you’re capable of. And together with the help of the Ra’xon, I know we can do this.”
 
   I was stunned. Floored. I was so unsettled that a mere breeze could knock me to my knees.
 
   “That’s where you say thank you,” Williams encouraged.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Thank you?” At first I couldn’t make eye contact, then I let my gaze drift up until it locked on Alyssa.
 
   She nodded. Turned, and walked towards the door. “We have a lot to plan.”
 
   Half of my mouth crumpled into a smile.
 
   I followed.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Surprisingly, it didn’t take long to convince the Captain. Perhaps she, more than anyone else on this ship, understood how precarious our situation was.
 
   The Star Forces would come after the Ra’xon with everything they had. They would not let the resistance continue to keep one of the galaxy’s most powerful vessels.
 
   The Captain didn’t even bother to take this matter to the rest of the resistance. This, after all, was her ship.
 
   I was currently standing in my quarters, facing the window beside my bed, clutching one hand into a fist and letting it go every few seconds.
 
   A few minutes ago I’d received word that the Ra’xon had finally received the sensor data from the rest of the fleet.
 
   We were currently scouring through it, and the Captain had assured me that within an hour or two we would find the Miracle.
 
   And it would all begin.
 
   I was so uneasy, there were no words to describe how I felt. Nerves cascaded up and down my back, sinking deep into my heart, feeling like they would tear my flesh in half.
 
   I was barely breathing, nothing more than a shallow pant that left my extremities tingling.
 
   Sweat covered my top lip, and with a shaking hand, I groped it away.
 
   Then I closed my eyes and tipped my head back slowly as a wince crumpled my face.
 
   This would all come down to me. I would have to convince the Star Forces that I was still on their side.
 
   I wanted to tell myself it would be hard, but would it?
 
   I’d been Star Forces since the day I was born. I knew every protocol, every tradition. What’s more, I understood how they thought. Their strengths and their weaknesses.
 
   Still, we’d be flying by the seat of our pants.
 
   Anything, anything could derail this mission.
 
   Or make it succeed.
 
   I shook my head, clenching my teeth, pulling my lips back, and hissing in pain.
 
   Suddenly something beeped.
 
   It was a message from the Captain.
 
   I knew what it was long before I cleared my throat and accepted it.
 
   “We have the location,” she said curtly, snapped voice echoing around my room.
 
   My heart skipped a beat. I nodded. “Where?”
 
   “The Mari Sector.”
 
   “… What?” That triggered something. It took a few seconds, but suddenly I remembered what it was.
 
   Christ, that was the same sector where Ensign Weatherby, my best friend, had been killed.
 
   I felt my cheeks paling, felt a cold rush of fear trace down my back.
 
   “We are approximately 78% sure of our assessment,” she continued.
 
   I locked a hand over my mouth, pressing my sweaty fingers into my lips, eyes opening wide as I stared across the room.
 
   What the hell was going on here?
 
   What with one thing and another, between Alyssa and the resistance, I'd almost forgotten about the death of my best friend. The sorrow had still been there sinking through my heart, but the reality of the situation had been swept away.
 
   Now it struck me head on like a bullet right between my eyes.
 
   Something big was happening in the Mari Sector. Something big enough that the goddamn Miracle would be there.
 
   There was a pause. “I've looked back at the report you filed with the resistance,” the Captain continued, “and you mentioned the Mari Sector in the death of your friend. It has not escaped my attention that it is significant for the Miracle to be there.”
 
   You could say that again.
 
   “Significant, and dangerous,” she added.
 
   I understood her point implicitly. Not only was there something going on in the Mari Sector, but whatever it was, it appeared the Star Forces considered it important enough to have their most secret and valuable flagship attending to it.
 
   More than that, however, it meant it would be far harder to enact our plan.
 
   I doubted the Miracle would be the only heavy cruiser in the sector.
 
   As if reading my mind, the Captain continued, “long-range scans indicate that there are approximately four other vessels in the sector, all within close distance of Moon Alpha 78.”
 
   I closed my eyes, wincing. I let out a silent swearword, too, lips jerking swiftly around my teeth. “Christ, what do we do?”
 
   “I don't think the mission is lost yet.”
 
   “There's no chance the Ra’xon can take on five vessels,” I stuttered.
 
   “Indeed. But indications suggest that the Miracle does not keep stationary orbit around Moon Alpha 78. Historical scans of the area indicate that she is often stationed much further back into the sector.”
 
   “… As if she’s scared of something,” I suddenly supplied, words springing from my mouth before I'd had a chance to filter them.
 
   “Yes. It would seem that the Miracle only comes close to Moon Alpha 78 when necessary. It would seem… there is something quite considerable down there. Dangerous and yet enticing enough for the Miracle not to leave the sector and yet not keep continuous orbit around the moon.”
 
   I shivered. It was an uncomfortable move, maybe one of the most uncomfortable of my life. It felt like every single muscle was plunged into cold water. I closed my eyes, squeezing them as tightly shut as I could. “What the hell do we do?”
 
   “We regroup and re-plan. If we can catch the Miracle when it is stationed further into the sector, we can pin her down.”
 
   “But help will be close at hand,” I countered immediately.
 
   “Only if the Miracle can signal for help.”
 
   “… What?”
 
   “If we can block the Miracle’s transmissions before she has a chance to get off a distress call, we may have a chance.”
 
   “But those other ships around the moon are going to be able to pick up on our presence.”
 
   “Not, as I have already said, if we're careful. The Mari Sector is full of spatial anomalies. If we can alter the Ra’xon’s engine output to match one such spatial anomaly, the other ships in the Mari Sector may not detect us.”
 
   I shivered again. It felt like every muscle in my back would tear away from my spine. I pressed my sweaty hand further and further into my brow, feeling my fingernails indent and drag across the flesh. Finally I replied, “that's a lot of maybes. This mission is now way too dangerous.”
 
   “And far too important.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Whatever is on Moon Alpha 78 is so significant that the Miracle has been diverted to it. So significant that a whole scout ship was wiped away to keep this secret. Whatever is down on that moon, the resistance could no doubt use it to further our fight against the Star Forces.”
 
   Her words washed over me. Strong and poignant like always, they had the same ringing authority I was used to.
 
   Still, I couldn't deny the unease twisting its way around my gut, tighter and tighter, like a hangman's noose.
 
   “Captain, there's too much that can go wrong.”
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, I appreciate your assessment, however I fear now is the only opportunity we will have. The Ra’xon has been lucky so far in avoiding Star Forces contact. Our luck will not continue. We have a narrow window to attack. That window is now. And there's only one target worth going for. The Miracle and whatever is down on that moon.”
 
   I stood, stiffly, closing my eyes slowly. I took in her words.
 
   As uncomfortable as it was to admit, she was right.
 
   Still, I couldn't face this situation without fear stabbing through my heart.
 
   There was so much that could go wrong.
 
   “Sometimes peace requires sacrifice,” the Captain suddenly replied.
 
   I winced again as if I'd been struck.
 
   “We're not guaranteeing this will work. But it is the only option we have.”
 
   “… Aye, Captain,” I managed.
 
   “We will meet in approximately half an hour. We will go through a final briefing. Once preparations are made, we will alter our course to the Mari Sector. By the Chief's current analysis, it will take us approximately a day and a half to reach it. That will give you and Alyssa plenty of time to go over the plan.”
 
   I nodded. It was a jerky, frightened move, and I was suddenly very thankful that the Captain couldn't see me. Taking a deep breath, I calmed my nerves sufficiently to say, “aye.”
 
   “That will be all,” she said.
 
   I listened to the silence.
 
   Then I turned. Moves jerky, sweat slicking down my shoulders. But I still moved. Forward. Towards an uncertain and dangerous future.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I faced the Captain. We were in the discussion room. Thankfully this was a pared back briefing. Only those who would be directly involved in the mission were present. That meant Lady Argoza was nowhere to be seen.
 
   I still didn't know what her secret was. Despite everything that was going on, I wanted to find out.
 
   Though I couldn't really imagine that she was a spy, I could bet something else was going on.
 
   “We must go over every single detail,” the Captain said as she sat back in her seat, her towering form casting a long shadow across the table.
 
   Everyone in that room was tense, yet had the training to push past their fear.
 
   I felt it again. That sense of connection. That sense that we were all working towards the same goal. And even though it might seem impossible, it didn't matter. We’d win by sheer passion alone.
 
   “Don't worry, Captain, we will,” Shepherd assured her. “But everything is going to be dependent on how I sell this to the Star Forces.”
 
   The Captain turned her attention on him. “I have every faith in you, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   Shepherd gave an uncomfortable swallow, but appeared to be able to control his expression long enough to offer a stiff smile. “Still, there’s a lot that can go wrong.”
 
   “Undoubtedly,” the Captain agreed, “that's why we need a backup plan.”
 
   “Sorry?” Shepherd and I asked immediately.
 
   We made brief eye contact with each other before turning our attention on the Captain.
 
   “If the unthinkable occurs, and for some reason the Star Forces do not buy your story and attack you and capture Alyssa, we must have a backup plan.”
 
   “What are you suggesting?” Shepherd asked as he flattened a hand on the table, pushed into it, and tilted his head further towards the Captain.
 
   “Even if the Ra’xon falls, we must take down the Miracle.”
 
   “… A suicide mission?” Shepherd's voice dropped low with uncertainty.
 
   The Captain nodded. “The Chief Engineer has been looking over all available data on the Miracle. Though there is barely anything in the Star Forces databases, over the years the resistance has acquired slightly more information on this ship. And with Alyssa's help, the Chief has been able to come up with a plan.”
 
   “What kind of plan?” I asked, mouth dry for some reason.
 
   “Due to the specialized nature of the Miracle’s quantum drives, under certain circumstances they can be made to explode.”
 
   “What?” both Shepherd and I asked at once.
 
   “If the Ra’xon rammed the Miracle, and we were to time a burst from our primary shields, we could create a feedback loop with the Miracle’s own shields that would lead directly into their engines and cause a catastrophic meltdown.”
 
   “But that would kill everybody on board,” Shepherd pointed a stiff finger at the table, “the Ra’xon would be destroyed too.”
 
   The Captain nodded, the move stiff but still full of authority. “Indeed. But it would be a move worth the cost. The Miracle is too important to the Star Forces.”
 
   “… Captain, there has to be some other way,” Shepherd managed. I could see the tension shifting across his face, crumpling each feature and narrowing his already scrunched up eyes.
 
   “There is another way. You and Alyssa must succeed with the original plan. But this is a backup. A necessary backup.”
 
   I sat there and digested what she'd said.
 
   To be honest, it didn't shock me like it appeared to shock Shepherd. Instead, it gave me immeasurable comfort. It let me know that even if I failed, I wouldn't go back to Professor Axis. Instead, I'd be destroyed along with the Miracle and the goddamn Farsight Program.
 
   I shifted my attention to Shepherd, just as he jerked his gaze over to me.
 
   I felt myself smile. It was a natural spontaneous move.
 
   At first I thought he would turn away and continue to question the Captain. He didn't. His gaze lingered on my smile.
 
   “The decision is made,” the Captain said firmly. “Now we must hope that you will succeed and provide you with every resource you need in order to do so.”
 
   “Aye, Captain,” Shepherd managed.
 
   The Captain rose. “We will arrive at the Miracle in approximately 26 hours. The Chief and her team will work on all the details required to keep the Ra’xon out of sensor range. All you two need to do is go over your plan. Make it work.” She rapped her large knuckles on the table once, turned sharply, and walked from the room.
 
   Shepherd sat back, locking a hand on his mouth as he tilted his head and appeared to stare at the ceiling.
 
   “… It will work,” I said. Though my voice was quiet, it didn't lack confidence.
 
   When Shepherd didn't move, I whispered again, until finally he let his head drop down and he flicked his gaze towards me. “Believe you me, I want it to work too, but…” he trailed off.
 
   “No buts,” I said. Then I rose. And I did something strange. I reached a hand out towards him. We were sitting on opposite sides of an enormous table. Even if he’d thrown himself onto the surface of the polished wood, he would have been unable to reach my hand.
 
   Still, I didn't drop it.
 
   His gaze flicked down to my hand nervously, a confused smile rumpling his lips. Then he rose. And he nodded. “Alright. I trust you,” he said. It wasn't a throwaway comment. From his look to his body language, he meant it.
 
   With a nod towards the door I started to walk, and he shifted around the side of the table until he joined me.
 
   Just before the door opened, we shared another smile.
 
   Then we walked forward.
 
   It was time to claim the resistance’s first true victory.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   So this was it.
 
   Everything would come down to the next few hours.
 
   The 26 hours since the briefing had gone in a flash. I'd managed to secure a measly four hours of sleep, but it would have to do.
 
   The rest of the time I'd spent going over the plan with Alyssa. No detail was left out.
 
   There was something I was starting to realize about her. That sense of humor – the one I'd seen on that footage from her first day of the Academy – it was still there. Just under the surface.
 
   And she was changing too. I could see that. Opening up. She’d just needed the chance. The resistance had given it to her.
 
   … And maybe I had, too. If I'd never shown an interest in Alyssa, neither of us would be here right now.
 
   It's funny to think that something as small as that can change your life in such a massive way. If I hadn't crossed paths with Ensign Jenks, if she'd never been transferred aboard the Godspeed, I would not be here today.
 
   That statement rang and rang in my mind, twisting around like an atom at high speed.
 
   A yellow alert blared through the ship, the klaxon echoing down the hallways, lit strips of yellow light blinking in each room.
 
   This was it.
 
   This was it.
 
   The Ra’xon was about to enter the Mari Sector. We were travelling at beyond-light-speed, and couldn't be tracked until we dropped to normal speed.
 
   We had to plan our re-entry into normal space perfectly. With the same precision that had accompanied our entry into the resistance hangar bay, we had to arrive at a precise set of coordinates. They would coincide with a pre-existing spatial anomaly, and as soon as we dropped into normal space, the Chief would jettison field probes into space that would create an obstruction field that would help mask the Ra’xon’s presence.
 
   Then it would be up to Alyssa and me.
 
   Just before we broke into normal space, both Alyssa and I would have to exit the Ra’xon – whilst at beyond-light-speed – in a small shuttle.
 
   It would be suspicious, after all, if the two of us suddenly appeared right out of a spatial anomaly.
 
   I'd already contacted the Star Forces. Not with the Ra’xon's communication system, but with a separate system that could mask its origin.
 
   I'd sent my carefully constructed message, detailing that I’d joined the resistance under false pretenses, never forgetting my original mission to infiltrate them. It also mentioned that in my time at the resistance I'd managed to capture a high-level telekinetic warrior. Alyssa.
 
   I hoped there were enough hooks in my message that the Miracle would accept me with open arms.
 
   It all depended on whether this Professor Axis was as arrogant and greedy as Alyssa suggested he was.
 
   I'd never been more nervous in my life. It felt like somebody had stuffed live wires into my nervous system, and every limb tingled with a nasty bite.
 
   I kept blinking, too, repeating every step of the plan over and over again in my head.
 
   At least I had armor. It was nothing too fancy, or at least wouldn't appear to be anything too fancy to the Miracle’s scanners.
 
   In reality, it was the toughest armor the Ra’xon could produce.
 
   It wouldn't be a touch on what the elite forces wore – the Ra’xon didn't have access to their prototype plans. Plus, we’d only had a few days to manufacture this armor.
 
   Still, I would take anything.
 
   The Chief Medical Officer had done a good job of synthesizing a drug that would give the appearance of the medication F’val used to suppress Alyssa. Should someone do an ordinary scan, it would appear that Alyssa was indeed incapable of using her telekinetic powers.
 
   If they did an in-depth scan, however, we would be rumbled. But such a scan, the Chief Medical Officer had assured me, could only be done in the medical bay.
 
   If everything went according to plan, we would never reach the medical bay.
 
   As soon as we exited the Miracle’s hangar bay, we would overcome whatever security was with us, and make our way to central engineering.
 
   There we would have to destroy the Miracle’s primary shield generator. Once it was destroyed, it would be too easy for the Ra’xon to take the Miracle down.
 
   “It's going to be okay,” someone said softly from my side.
 
   It was Williams. Her part in this plan was to stay on the Ra’xon and help in engineering. Apparently, she’d picked up quite a number of skills through the Farsight Program. She wasn't just the tactical expert I'd once thought she was.
 
   Reluctantly I shared her smile.
 
   “Don't say it,” she suddenly said.
 
   “… Sorry?” One eyebrow crumpled over my eye.
 
   “Don't say it,” she repeated in a soft tone.
 
   “Don't say what?”
 
   “That this won’t work. It will,” she said, voice reverberating with determination.
 
   I opened my mouth to contradict her, but stopped. That look in her eye – it wasn't just determination; it was fragility.
 
   Williams needed this to work. With every fiber of her being.
 
   So I nodded. I looked her right in the eye, and I nodded. “You have my word, Annabelle, I will do everything I can.”
 
   She smiled. It was uneasy, but it was there.
 
   So I smiled, too.
 
   Then an alarm blared through the hangar bay.
 
   I stiffened, snapped a salute, and turned.
 
   The shuttle selected for my mission was small but fast. It was also resistance issue, in so far as it was cobbled together and only just working.
 
   It would be believable that I’d stolen it from the resistance to deliver Alyssa to the Miracle.
 
   Pressing my hands into fists, I took a breath and jumped towards the ship, grabbing a hand on the open hatch door and pulling myself in. As soon as my boots slammed down on the polished white floor, the hatch door closed with a hiss.
 
   Alyssa was already aboard, technically behind some containment shields.
 
   I offered her a grin.
 
   She offered one back.
 
   In her hand she held a small disposable electro needle. After it was used, it would disintegrate, leaving no evidence it had ever existed.
 
   The Chief Medical Officer had manufactured a short release drug that would mimic the effects of intense fatigue – the same effects that accompanied the drug F'val had used on Alyssa.
 
   Alyssa, however, also had a small tablet lodged under her tongue, taped there with medi skin.
 
   It was virtually undetectable unless somebody stuck a probe right in her mouth. When the time was right, Alyssa could break the capsule against a tooth and the formula would release, cutting through the effects of her manufactured fatigue.
 
   Then… we’d take on the Miracle. Just the two of us.
 
   I tried not to think of that as I shook my head, grabbed a hand on the back of the flight seat, tugged it back, and sat in it roughly.
 
   With a sigh that echoed around the cockpit I started typing over the main console.
 
   Our small vessel started to lift off the floor.
 
   I locked my gaze on the primary hangar bay exit – a massive set of magnetic doors.
 
   They started to pull open. In front of them was a massive blue shield, one that stopped the vacuum of space from sucking every living soul out of the hangar bay.
 
   Though my heart hammered in my chest, my fingers didn’t tremble as they darted over the controls.
 
   I couldn’t afford any mistakes.
 
   “You ready?”
 
   “Let’s do this.”
 
   I laughed. Short, brief, and over in a flash.
 
   Yeah, it was time to do this.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I had to be ready.
 
   I had to push the fear away. Had to push the doubt away.
 
   Had to be ready.
 
   “Do it, inject yourself,” Shepherd suddenly said.
 
   From where I was on the shuttle, I couldn't see the view through the main screen. Which was probably for the best. If I could see our little shuttle making its way towards the Miracle, I might lose my nerve.
 
   Instead I closed my eyes, fastening them shut tightly, and I brought the electro needle up. Biting my teeth hard into my lip, I jammed my thumb over the release button and shoved it into my chest.
 
   I felt the electro needle form right in the middle of my sternum, and I jolted backwards.
 
   A second later my hands released as true weariness passed through them. The electro needle clattered to the floor by my feet, and disappeared in a wisp of smoke.
 
   I staggered down to one knee then the next, before falling on my face.
 
   “You alright?” I heard Shepherd twist around in his seat to check on me.
 
   “… Okay,” I managed. It was pure hell forcing my lips to work.
 
   Though the symptoms ravaging my body reminded me of how F'val had trapped me, this was different.
 
   I had enough control to shift my hands, and even though I was fighting back the effects of fatigue, I knew I could still call on my telekinetic powers.
 
   Beyond that, I could crush the capsule hidden underneath my tongue and release the drug that would get me back to my feet.
 
   “We’re coming up on the Miracle,” he said in a sharp hiss of a breath.
 
   I couldn't reply.
 
   I just had to wait.
 
   “Okay, I'm going to make a call to the Miracle, they're asking for me to confirm my location,” he said.
 
   Again, I couldn't reply.
 
   Instead I lay there, face pressed up hard against the cold polished metal floor as I listened.
 
   Shepherd cleared his throat. There was a definite nervous edge to it, but I knew he could do this. “Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd here,” he said, and as he spoke, there wasn’t a hint of nerves anywhere in his tone.
 
   If I could have smiled, I would have.
 
   “Confirm your location and estimated time of arrival,” an emotionless tone replied over the communication systems.
 
   “We are about to drop out of beyond-light-speed. We have entered the Mari Sector,” Shepherd said in clipped tones that mimicked the emotional coldness of the Miracle’s communicator.
 
   “Very well. We have received your location. Is your prisoner secure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “She has been rendered semi-unconscious, and scans confirm that she cannot access her telekinetic implants. I will forward these on.”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “We have received them. Once you enter the Miracle’s hangar bay, you will stop, open your hatch, and wait to be boarded.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “You will receive further instructions once you drop out of beyond-light-speed.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   Despite the fact my body was locked with fatigue, I could still feel the fear lacing its way through my veins.
 
   This had to work.
 
   Still, if it didn't, it was comforting to know that the Ra’xon would be there as a backup plan. I trusted the Chief, and more than that, I trusted the Captain. I knew they wouldn't let me down.
 
   As for Shepherd… I was starting to realize I had a different kind of trust in him.
 
   Because he'd started this all – my reinvention. Without him, I'd still be on the run, still be nothing but a shadow flitting through the galaxy.
 
   “We're dropping out of light speed now,” Shepherd said in a snapped tone that made it obvious he wasn't talking to me.
 
   I kept quiet. It was almost impossible to speak anyway. I didn't have the muscle control.
 
   “We have sent instructions. Follow them precisely.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   Without the ability to see the view screen, I had to imagine what the ship was doing. I had to imagine the view as we dropped out of beyond-light-speed, right in front of the Miracle.
 
   The Miracle… it was a massive vessel, and though it had the Star Forces insignia painted across the side, it was a wholly unusual design.
 
   Whilst I'd been aboard, I'd heard rumors that it wasn’t ordinary Star Forces tech. That Professor Axis had crafted it himself, creating it from technology he'd dug up from ancient civilizations.
 
   Maybe it was true, maybe it wasn't. There was so much misinformation around that man, you couldn't sort through the lies to get at the horrible truth beneath.
 
   “You will keep this channel open while you dock,” that same clipped emotionless tone informed Shepherd.
 
   “Understood.”
 
   Understood. That's all he kept saying. Maybe he didn't trust himself to say anything else.
 
   We had to make it off our shuttle, into the hangar bay, and into the rest of the Miracle.
 
   I was familiar enough with her security to know how to make it to the engineering bay. After all, I'd escaped the goddamn ship before. And though I was sure Professor Axis would have put in new measures to ensure none of his other treasures could escape, I still knew the Miracle would have to have weaknesses.
 
   It was only a matter of finding them and exploiting them.
 
   “Stay on course. You have a small window to enter the Miracle’s hangar bay.”
 
   “I do, why?” Shepherd questioned.
 
   “We will not turn off our main shields. We have created a tunnel for your ship to enter through.”
 
   “… I see,” Shepherd said, tone revealing nothing.
 
   I could tell he was tense though.
 
   This was something unexpected.
 
   The Miracle could let a ship enter its hangar bay without turning off its primary shields? This could derail our entire mission.
 
   “No problem,” Shepherd suddenly announced, and I could tell he was talking to me. “My ship is on course, can you confirm?”
 
   “I confirm.”
 
   A few more seconds of silence passed. I swore tension hung heavy in the air like a cloud.
 
   I kept swallowing, because that was about the only move I could make.
 
   “Maintain your course,” that clipped voice announced.
 
   I started to prepare myself mentally. Going over what I would have to do, but more than that, controlling my emotions. Because I knew the second we landed inside the Miracle, the fear would come back. It would slam into me, climb up my spine, and eat into the back of my head.
 
   I wouldn't let it control me. Shepherd was relying on me, and so was the whole goddamn resistance. And even though I wasn't sure if I agreed with their cause completely, I trusted the people I'd met. The Chief, Williams, the Captain. And I would do it for them.
 
   “You have entered the shield tunnel. Make no diversions,” the voice suggested in a snap.
 
   “Understood.”
 
   I wished I could see him, wished I could watch him as he expertly maneuvered the shuttle into the Miracle’s hangar bay.
 
   I couldn't, so all I could do was imagine.
 
   “You have passed the critical stage. You will land your shuttle in the center of the hangar bay. Containment shields will be turned on once you have landed. You will cut your engines immediately.”
 
   “Understood,” Shepherd said, not a single note of emotion filtering through his tone.
 
   I swallowed.
 
   Then I felt it. The fear. It didn't slam into me like I’d expected it to – it was much more insidious than that. It started in my stomach, shifting further up my chest until it sank deep, deep into my heart.
 
   I let out the slightest sound.
 
   “On course,” Shepherd said immediately, loudly, obviously trying to mask my sound.
 
   “Land in the designated spot and cut your engines.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   A second later I felt the slightest vibration travel through the floor of the ship.
 
   This was it.
 
   This was it.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Goddamnit. We were here.
 
   It was a surprise I was holding it together. I’d never been more nervous in my life. But something was reaching into me, calming the tremble in my hand, controlling my tone.
 
   Was it training? I doubted it. It wasn't the crushing pressure of responsibility either.
 
   It was… ah, I couldn't put my finger on it. It didn't matter anyway.
 
   We were here. And it was time to begin our mission.
 
   The shield tunnel had been a surprise. I had no idea technology like that existed. But I told myself firmly it wouldn't derail our plans.
 
   As long as Alyssa and I could make it to engineering, we could shut down the Miracle’s primary shields. We’d also be able to deactivate the communications network. Then the Ra’xon would be able to swoop in and disable the Miracle.
 
   Then… then the resistance would win its first major victory. An incredible victory. We wouldn't just gain access to the Miracle, but all of her technology.
 
   I tried not to let myself think about it, not to let it distract me.
 
   Instead I did as I’d been commanded and cut the shuttle's engines.
 
   I turned on my seat, locked an arm over the back of the chair, and tilted my head to the side until I could see Alyssa.
 
   I didn't say anything.
 
   I just looked at her.
 
   Warily, she made eye contact with me. Between her languid blinks, she still looked strong.
 
   Ready for the fight.
 
   “We have erected a containment field. You will remain in your vessel, motionless, until you are boarded.”
 
   “Understood,” I managed again as I turned around in my flight seat.
 
   My mouth was dry, but rather than swallow like a fish out of water, I curled one hand into a fist and thrust my fingers so hard into my palm I could have broken them.
 
   I glanced up at the shuttle's automatic sensors, and soon realized that the containment shield they’d erected around our ship was massive. Strong too. More technology I’d never seen.
 
   Fear snaked into my gut, as fast as a shot from a gun. But I pushed it away. With all my determination, I pushed it away.
 
   I was not going to lose this battle through fear.
 
   I was going to give it everything I had.
 
   “Open your hatch.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   A second later, the ship's hatch opened.
 
   I heard reverberating footfall from further out into the hangar bay.
 
   I twisted around in my seat.
 
   “Remain exactly where you are, facing forward,” the voice informed me.
 
   Clenching my teeth together, feeling the tension shoot right down into my neck and chest, I did as I was told. “Aye.”
 
   I heard reverberating footfall come closer and closer, louder and louder.
 
   I wasn't one for horror, but there was something about this situation that belonged in the genre.
 
   Without the permission to turn, all I could do was listen as reverberating strong footsteps entered my ship.
 
   I heard someone pause behind me.
 
   At any point they could have leapt forward, grabbed an armored hand onto my head, and crushed it against the console.
 
   My fingers tingled, nerves shot down my legs, and my stomach churned.
 
   Did I make a move? No.
 
   I just sat there.
 
   I heard at least three people move around behind me.
 
   The view screen was in no part reflective, so I couldn't even catch a glimpse of who was behind me.
 
   I saw someone get down on one knee at one point.
 
   Maybe they were scanning Alyssa. Maybe they had scanning technology that was just as advanced as their shield technology.
 
   Maybe in a second they would realize that Alyssa hadn't been drugged, and then they'd attack.
 
   They’d rip my goddamn head off.
 
   ….
 
   I waited to be attacked, but it didn't happen.
 
   Someone turned and walked beside me.
 
   I flicked my gaze towards them without shifting my head a muscle.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, get to your feet,” they said.
 
   They were wearing the same heavy black armor I'd seen on the elite forces soldiers who’d attacked the resistance.
 
   Wordlessly I locked my hands on the console before me, subdued a shiver, and stood.
 
   I did not turn. I would only turn when I was told to.
 
   Maybe my complicit behavior was lulling them, because the guy waved me forward.
 
   I shifted on my foot, smoothing an impassive stare onto my face.
 
   Two black armored soldiers were down on their knees, scanning Alyssa through the containment shield.
 
   I barely glanced at them. Instead I followed the main soldier out of the ship.
 
   Again, I didn't say a word or move without being ordered.
 
   “You will be interrogated for information relating to the resistance,” the soldier beside me said.
 
   I hoped like hell the word interrogated had just slipped from his mouth and what he really meant was debriefed.
 
   But again, I made no move.
 
   “We are keen to know how you obtained this target,” he continued.
 
   I shifted my head slightly in a bare nod.
 
   “Follow that technician to the debriefing room.” The man stopped just at the edge of the massive containment shields that were holding my vessel in place and pointed.
 
   I tried not to let myself shiver in relief. Debriefing room. If the crew really were going to interrogate me, they’d probably take me to the medical bay instead. Or at least that's what I told myself.
 
   I paused before the shields as the armored man turned and walked away.
 
   “Just walk through them,” he said dismissively as he turned, “you’re bioscans have been logged with the main computer. The shields will let you pass.”
 
   This would have been a fantastic and easy way to kill me. With one sweet lie, I could walk forward and be obliterated by those powerful shields.
 
   Instead I took a stiff breath and made a decision.
 
   I walked forward, ensuring that same impassive look was still smoothed over my face.
 
   … The shields didn't kill me.
 
   They formed right around me.
 
   I reached the technician.
 
   “Follow me,” the man said, with a less abrupt tone than the soldier.
 
   I nodded.
 
   This… wasn't going according to plan.
 
   For some reason I thought that both Alyssa and I would be taken off our shuttle at the same time.
 
   Still, I couldn't give up.
 
   Nor could I let my true nerves show.
 
   Instead I followed the technician silently.
 
   The hangar bay of the Miracle was massive, almost as large as the Ra’xon, even though the Ra’xon was at least two times the size of the Miracle.
 
   In a controlled manner, I let my gaze dart around as we walked. Every time someone was looking at me, however, I returned my eyes to the midline.
 
   There was plenty of technology around that I recognized, but more I didn't.
 
   Alyssa was right. Taking down the Miracle would be the greatest victory the resistance had ever had, and maybe ever would have. We’d gain access to such incredible technology. It would push us forward in the fight, finally make us even.
 
   I controlled my enthusiasm as we finally exited the hangar bay and into one of the main corridors.
 
   It was wide and clean, the walls painted in a shiny blue white.
 
   It seemed clinical.
 
   Cold.
 
   Sure enough, every person we passed had the same expression. Dulled like they’d had the humanity whittled out of them.
 
   The technician didn't say a word until he led me to a room.
 
   The further and further I walked from my shuttle and Alyssa, the more the fear tightened around my gut.
 
   I had no idea what was happening to her, no idea whether they believed me.
 
   But I told myself that if the worst happened, the Ra’xon would be there.
 
   Even with the Miracle’s increased shield capability, she still wouldn't be able to prevent the Ra’xon from ramming her head on.
 
   Our self-destruct plan would work. But I would do anything to ensure it wouldn't come to that.
 
   I entered the room and sat down. There I waited for a full five minutes until somebody entered.
 
   It was a face I wasn't expecting.
 
   A sight I hadn't seen for a full six months.
 
   My father.
 
   He walked so casually into the room, barely glancing at me as if questioning me – his son – was just another ordinary task.
 
   Smoothing down his blue and white uniform, he sat across the other end of the table, glancing at a holo image above his left wrist device.
 
   I could tell he was still looking at me through his peripheral vision. I could tell he was sizing me up.
 
   So I had to use everything, absolutely everything to control my expression.
 
   That initial kick of fear that raced through my stomach upon seeing my father subsided. It subsided because I used every ounce of control to stifle it.
 
   Any ordinary father and son would probably embrace after such a long time apart.
 
   Not us.
 
   Finally, finally he looked up from the information flicking across the holo image. He gave me an impassive look. His eyes darted down my form. It would have been easy to assume he was checking to see if I was alright.
 
   He wasn't.
 
   It was just his training. He was probably looking for a weapon.
 
   Though I was still wearing my armor, I’d removed my helmet.
 
   “Where did you capture her?” My father got straight down to business.
 
   “Alyssa Nightingale?” I questioned.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “The primary resistance base in the Hegel Sector. I was aboard the Ra’xon when it faked its destruction.”
 
   My father nodded. He glanced back at his wrist device for a few seconds.
 
   I knew the information playing across it was gibberish.
 
   It was a distraction.
 
   He was trying to intimidate me.
 
   As I clenched my teeth harder and harder, I was determined not to let it work.
 
   “You mentioned Commander F'val in your report. You mentioned he was taken prisoner aboard the Ra’xon, and that when you realized he was a double agent for the Star Forces, you took up his original mission, which was to return Alyssa Nightingale.”
 
   “Correct.” I placed my hands neatly before me, staring at my father with the exact same cold impassive stare he used on me.
 
   Admiral Shepherd pressed a finger into his mouth as he stared at the information playing across his holo device once more.
 
   A part of me wanted to lean forward, slam a hand on the table, and point out I knew this was all a distraction.
 
   It was unnecessary.
 
   He should just cut to the chase.
 
   But my father was not a direct man. He was the kind of man who knew exactly how to get what he wanted. And that often involved misdirection and manipulation, not being upfront.
 
   "How did you capture Alyssa from the Ra’xon? And where is the Ra’xon now?"
 
   "I managed to convince the Captain and the senior staff that I was on their side. I was also able to capitalize on the confusion caused by Commander F'val."
 
   "I want an exact report. Exact details," my father said.
 
   "You'll have them. When do you want my report?"
 
   "Now."
 
   I nodded. "There is far more critical information you should be concerned about now."
 
   I watched him press his finger slightly harder into his lips. "What information?"
 
   He fell for my ploy.
 
   "I have information on the resistance fleet."
 
   "You do?"
 
   “The exact location of her three strongest heavy cruisers."
 
   "Where are they?"
 
   "Show me a star chart, and I’ll show you their locations."
 
   My father stared at me. Then he appeared to make a decision. He unclipped the wrist device from over his arm and rested it on the table before pushing it towards me.
 
   I grabbed it up and started typing something onto it.
 
   "That only has access privileges to navigation maps," he said as an afterthought.
 
   I stopped, fingers hovering over the controls. "Don’t you trust me, father?" I asked directly.
 
   I watched him twitch. He shifted back in his chair, and finally the impassive edge to his stare changed. He became outright angry. "What have I told you about referring to me as your father when we are both on duty?"
 
   "That I should never do it."
 
   "So don't do it."
 
   "Answer the question. Don't you trust me?" This was a dangerous game I was playing, but I couldn't stop myself from playing it. If it had been anyone else but my father, I would have been composed and in control.
 
   My dad… he was a goddamn monster. A goddamn monster who’d convinced me for years that he was a hero.
 
   I controlled my anger, set my gaze straight. "I was following up my original mission," I said, fingers still paused over the controls, "the mission the Star Forces gave me before I was transferred aboard the Ra’xon. When it became clear that the Captain was resistance, I joined their ranks and gathered as much information as I could."
 
   "Give me the locations of those three ships," my father ignored my comment, that hooked finger still pressed against his lips.
 
   I shrugged. I'd already talked this through with Captain H’agovan. The information I was about to give my father was accurate. To a point. These three ships were on the move. They were also the fastest the resistance had. While this information would have been accurate at a time, and my father would be able to confirm that, the resistance ships would still be able to flee.
 
   I finished typing the coordinates. I placed the wrist device on the table with a clang, and pushed it towards my father.
 
   Then I shifted back in my seat and stared at him.
 
   He made no move to pick up the holo device. Instead he stared right back at me. "Did you join the resistance?" he asked directly.
 
   I frowned deliberately. "I infiltrated the resistance," I corrected, "as per my mission parameters. And I brought you Alyssa Nightingale," I said voice dipping low as I said her name.
 
   I watched my father. Watched him carefully. Searched his face for every sign of movement and tension.
 
   He twitched. It was subtle, and you had to be looking at him as directly as I was.
 
   But it was there.
 
   "Yes, you did. Just when we needed her most."
 
   I didn't let any sign of confusion crumple my brow. "What do you mean?"
 
   "That is on a needs to know basis," my father said coldly. "Now, you will prepare your report and give it to me as soon as you are finished." He stood and turned. Though not immediately. For a few seconds he watched me.
 
   I looked directly into his eyes.
 
   He turned and walked through the door.
 
   Once it closed behind him, I heard it lock.
 
   … So this was it. I was now locked in this briefing room, with an order to come up with a full report of how I fooled the resistance.
 
   That wouldn't be the hard part. I'd already come up with such a report with the help of the Captain and the Chief. It was believable, and no detail had been left out.
 
   Still. Would my father believe me? Did he already know that I hadn't left the resistance? Was this just a game to see how long I could keep the act up?
 
   As those thoughts span through my mind, I didn't react to them, at least not visibly. I couldn’t afford to. I knew I was being watched. Though the walls of this room were smooth and clean, there would be recording equipment somewhere.
 
   My father would be watching my every move. And if it became obvious I was still a member of the resistance, I was sure he would kill me himself. No trial, no court martial, just a bullet to the back of the head.
 
   It was now up to Alyssa.
 
   Wherever she was, I prayed she would succeed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   They scanned me aboard the shuttle, but they didn't move me.
 
   They'd taken Shepherd away, and I had no idea what they’d done with him. Maybe they trusted him, and he was now walking around the ship, ready to enact our plan. Maybe they didn’t… and he was… and he was dead.
 
   That thought was like being stabbed in the heart. Every time it slashed through my mind, I thought I would gasp.
 
   I still lay there on the floor of the shuttle, behind those containment shields. As more time wound on, I became more and more agitated.
 
   There was nothing stopping the crew of the Miracle from gaining access to the environmental controls of the shuttle and incapacitating me with more of that drug.
 
   At least the Chief Medical Officer aboard the Ra’xon had thought ahead for that exact eventuality.
 
   She’d done her best to assess the compound F'val had used on me, and had come up with a cure, of sorts. It would take at least five minutes to work though.
 
   Five minutes.
 
   I was playing a dangerous game. A deadly dangerous game.
 
   Soon enough all the soldiers who had boarded our shuttle disappeared.
 
   I was left alone.
 
   I counted down every second, feeling time pass with all the excruciating pain of claws slashing into my back.
 
   And that's when I heard it.
 
   More footfall. This time it wasn't heavy, it wasn't the strong reverberating sound of armored feet slamming against the polished metal floor.
 
   It was light. Sounding like a shuffle.
 
   Instantly, somehow, I knew who it belonged to.
 
   I chilled. It felt like someone had injected ice into my veins. Every centimeter of flesh felt like the cold depths of space.
 
   Someone entered the vessel.
 
   From my position, I couldn't turn to see who it was.
 
   So I had to wait.
 
   It was excruciating, far worse than being shot or beaten.
 
   I had to be careful not to even swallow, lest I give away that I wasn't fully drugged.
 
   I saw a shadow – someone leaned down towards me on the other side of the containment shield.
 
   "There you are."
 
   Axis.
 
   It was Professor Axis.
 
   I almost jolted. Fear almost curled so hard and fast around my spine that I snapped to my feet.
 
   I controlled myself with all I had left.
 
   "There you are, precious," he said with a chuckle. "It's been so long. And you look so different now. You changed your appearance, and you’ve done a particularly good job, too. I can see you're training paid off. But now you're back, and there's work to do," he continued speaking to me in a singsong tone like a father speaking to a small child.
 
   It clearly didn't matter to him that I couldn't answer.
 
   "Now you just stay there, my darling Alyssa. We must be careful until we get you back to your old cell. There I can give you your new implants. Much more powerful than the last, with them, you'll be able to complete my every dream."
 
   I wanted to shiver. Oh god did I want to shiver, but I couldn't. I just listened to his awful voice.
 
   "We've made quite a few discoveries since you left. It’s been over three years, after all. You will be quite pleased, I'm sure. You’ve returned home and the Miracle is even stronger than ever."
 
   He honestly was speaking to me as if I was his treasured child who'd been away for nothing more than a trip, and now he was filling me in on all the things he'd done since I'd been gone.
 
   "When you're stable and have accepted the new implants, then, my precious, then we can begin." His voice dipped low. It shook.
 
   Begin what?
 
   "There's something you can do," he said, voice now little more than a harsh breath, "something you were born to do. There’s a secret in this sector, my dear, and we need you to open it."
 
   … It had to be down on that moon, I realized quickly.
 
   But what on earth could it be? And why would he need me specifically to open it? While I had unrivalled telekinetic abilities, such abilities could technically be replicated with enough technology. You didn't need me to lift a crate into the air – hover pads could do it. And as for destructive capability, a heavy cruiser could certainly outgun me.
 
   … So why did he need me?
 
   Again I wanted to shake – I had to release the tension growing in my shoulders.
 
   I didn't and I couldn't.
 
   "We have some new medication for you, Alyssa," he promised with a chuckle as if he were informing me about a grand present he’d prepared in my honor. "It will help you to behave," he promised.
 
   Oh god. Oh god no. He'd finally done it. Throughout all these years he'd been threatening to develop some kind of means to control my behavior. To turn me into the mindless weapon he truly wanted.
 
   Though Axis was arrogant, he rarely overstated his abilities.
 
   Which meant he had the drug.
 
   Which meant I was now in a dire position.
 
   "It shouldn't take too long to fit you with your new implants. And it won't take too long to see if your new medication will work. And when it does, Alyssa, you will help us usher in a new era in history. You will help us access the greatest power that has ever existed in the Milky Way." As he spoke, his voice became louder and louder, his words grander and grander as if he were speaking to an auditorium rather than a crumpled half-unconscious woman behind a shield.
 
   “All in good time. You will find what is waiting for you down on Moon 78 all in good time. For now, rest tight. Your medication will be ready soon."
 
   With that he rose. I heard the creak of his knees. Then he turned and walked away.
 
   My heart hammered in my chest, so hard I was sure it was going to tear from my rib cage and pound right through the floor.
 
   I still had no idea where Shepherd was, but I couldn't allow myself just to lie here and wait for Axis to follow through with his promise.
 
   Before we left the Ra’xon, Shepherd and I had gone over the plan what felt like 1000 times. Every contingency, every possible scenario.
 
   If we were separated, I was to wait for an opportunity.
 
   But no matter what happened, I wasn't to reveal myself in the hangar bay. Due to the nature of the hangar bay, it was always separated from the rest of the ship. It was the one place you were most likely to have hull breaches on accidents. So the shields were some of the strongest aboard the Miracle. It was also easy to keep the hangar bay contained. Even if I used my full power, I may not be able to punch through it before the Miracle pumped the room full of gas.
 
   But I had to do something. I would not allow Axis to control me.
 
   Never again.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   “Captain, we still haven’t heard anything from the Miracle. Her shields are up, and her communications are fine.” I turned nervously in my chair to face the Captain.
 
   She sat there, face directed towards the primary view screen.
 
   I had no idea what she was thinking.
 
   “Five minutes,” she suddenly announced.
 
   Though she didn’t explain herself, she didn’t need to. Everyone on the bridge knew exactly what she was referring to.
 
   Five minutes until the Ra’xon initiated its last ditch suicide mission. It would ram the Miracle and take both heavy cruisers down in the ensuing explosion.
 
   My heart skipped a beat as I jerked my head back and stared at the primary view screen.
 
   I didn’t know what was happening out there on the Miracle, but goddamn I hoped and prayed that wherever Nathan and Alyssa were, they were okay.
 
   Because if they weren’t, then none of us would be.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I had to do it. My only hope was to look for an opportunity, any opportunity, and take it.
 
   Because without one, this was over.
 
   I finished my report quickly, not too quickly though. I didn’t want my father to think I’d prepared it beforehand.
 
   When I was done, I stood, walked to the door, knocked on it once, turned, and sat back down.
 
   It was excruciating waiting for somebody to answer. But fortunately they did, and I shifted back in my seat in time to see the door open.
 
   I expected to see my father.
 
   It wasn’t him. It was another faceless armored soldier, his black helmet directed down towards me.
 
   He lifted his hand up in a clear motion for me to stand.
 
   I did as I was directed. When I reached him, I handed him the data input device.
 
   He took it, switching it to his other hand so that the hand closest to me was free.
 
   … It was clear they still didn’t trust me. Or was this just my father being careful as usual?
 
   Though I wanted to ask where Alyssa was, I knew I couldn’t.
 
   This was it. This was when I would have to look for an opportunity.
 
   Though I was in armor of my own, it was nothing compared to the soldier’s beside me. If it came down to a fight, he’d win, hands down.
 
   Then again, I had an advantage, didn’t I? One J’lax had pointed out after the battle at the resistance base.
 
   I was crazy.
 
   I was the kind of guy who used a glider as a battering ram.
 
   As we walked, I kept my eyes peeled.
 
   Without making large movements of my head, or my eyes, I assessed the corridor in full. I also analyzed the soldier. The way he walked, where he distributed his weight, how free he was on his feet.
 
   He was probably doing the same to me, or maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he reasoned that with his armor, there’d be no way I could win if it came to a fight.
 
   My mouth was so dry I’d virtually given up on swallowing.
 
   There was one thing I could be thankful for. The ship didn’t appear to have that many people onboard. Or maybe I just didn’t pass too many. The corridors, which were long and winding, appeared to be virtually empty.
 
   We walked in total silence. After about five minutes, we finally arrived at a room. Every door aboard this ship was nondescript. There were no labels, no names, no room numbers. No indication of where you were going.
 
   But somehow I knew. I knew what was waiting for me behind that door.
 
   I wanted to clutch a hand into a fist, but I settled for grating my teeth together instead.
 
   The armored faceless soldier swiped his wrist in front of the center of the door, and it opened. He waited for me to walk forward, shadowing my every step.
 
   Sure enough, I was right – my father was waiting for me inside.
 
   The room did not do its nondescript door justice. It was massive, cut onto two levels. It was clearly some kind of central operations hub. Though I had trouble recognizing a great deal of the Miracle’s superior technology, with one look at the central mainframe consoles, I realized they were tactical scanners.
 
   There was a huge bank of movable view screens lodged in the center of the room, directly above a massive discussion table. My father was alone in the room, despite its size, and he didn’t turn to acknowledge my presence. Instead he stood there in front of that massive table, conducting the movable view screens around with nothing but slight moves of his hand.
 
   His face was locked with concentration, his head tipped up until the light reflecting off the view screens collected under his dark black beard.
 
   The soldier said nothing. Now I was safely in the room, he turned sharply on his foot and exited.
 
   I stood there, exactly where he left me.
 
   I watched my father.
 
   Even if an explosion went off behind him, I doubted the old man would move.
 
   I knew my part in this game. I had to stand still and be quiet until I was spoken to.
 
   That didn’t stop me from seething on the inside, from cursing him, from waiting for whatever opportunity might arise so I could finally turned the tables on him.
 
   Finally, after what felt like five minutes, he turned. His hands were still in the air, still conducting those view screens. He glanced at me briefly like you might a curious sight in the middle distance.
 
   Then he flicked me forward with one finger.
 
   He could have just as easily been shifting his view screens, but it was clear from the look in his eye that he wanted me to approach.
 
   Again I said nothing. But again I seethed. More and more anger tearing through my chest and gut.
 
   How did he rationalize it to himself? How did he compartmentalize all the wars he’d started, all the people he’d killed, all supposedly in the name of peace?
 
   As hard as it was, I managed to control my expression. I walked down into the central section of the room and stood a respectful two meters from his side.
 
   Again he wouldn’t turn to me until he was finished what he was doing.
 
   Then he let out a sigh.
 
   It was a noteworthy and strange move, especially for a man like my father. I tried to search my memory for the last time he’d done something as human as sighing.
 
   I came up blank.
 
   Eventually he shifted his attention to me fully. “I know you’re in the resistance,” he said blankly.
 
   I said nothing, did nothing.
 
   “I trained you well, son, but there are times to admit defeat.”
 
   Again, I didn’t react.
 
   “Commander F’val gave us a report before he was captured. You were mentioned in it.”
 
   I stood there, back stiff, gaze blank as I stared at my father.
 
   “His description matched you perfectly. I recognized my son,” Admiral Shepherd’s voice dropped low, so low I had to strain to hear him.
 
   I forced myself to maintain eye contact with my father, but I didn’t give anything away. Not a scrap of the fear building and building in my gut. The absolute terror at what was about to happen.
 
   “Naive. He described you as naive. Too trusting. Gullible. A good soldier, but one without a head. My son, oh my son.”
 
   I twitched. I couldn’t stop myself. It was just my little finger. And I hid it by pressing it hard into my thigh.
 
   “The kind of man who follows his heart instead of his head. My son, oh my son.”
 
   I wanted to back away. I didn’t. I stood there and faced my father.
 
   “There’s no need to stand on ceremony, Nathan – sit.” He gestured to one of the seats around the massive table.
 
   I remained standing.
 
   He smiled. I had no idea what it meant. “Very well. You may remain standing, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   Silence filtered around us. I waited for him to make the next move.
 
   Or maybe he’d be too coward to make it. Maybe he could rationalize it easier to himself if he got someone else to kill his only child.
 
   “Relax,” my father suddenly said, “I haven’t given up on you yet. I recognized my boy in F’val’s report, but I also recognized a lieutenant commander who has lost his way. Follow me, Nathan, and I’ll show you how to find it once more.”
 
    
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   It happened so quickly there was nothing I could do about it.
 
   I fell unconscious.
 
   It wasn’t slow and gentle like drifting into sleep. It was sudden and violent as if someone had wrenched my awareness from my grasp.
 
   The world swam around me in a sea of confusion.
 
   Just before I lost consciousness, I had time for one last thought.
 
   I’d failed.
 
   I’d failed.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   I shifted in my seat. My whole back was stiff, every muscle feeling as if it had been frozen in the depths of space.
 
   My gaze darted around everybody else on the bridge, and I saw the exact same frightened expressions.
 
   Five minutes was up.
 
   The Captain still sat there, ramrod straight in her seat, one hand clutched over the armrest. Her gaze was impenetrable, her expression nothing but a blank mask.
 
   I found myself swallowing. “… Captain?”
 
   “… We will give them more time,” she concluded.
 
   Relief washed over me. But it didn’t last. As I turned back to the view of the Miracle on the main view screen, my stomach clenched.
 
   What were they doing on there?
 
   What was happening?
 
   “Keep all sensors locked on that ship,” the Captain said in a low rumbling tone, “I want to know the second it does anything. And the second it does anything, we act.”
 
   Her warning reverberated around the bridge.
 
   I swallowed, forced my shivering fingers to sit still, and returned my attention to the console before me.
 
   My mind, however, was still with them.
 
   Come on, I thought, come on, Nathan. You can do this.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I woke. It was hard at first. At first, all I could see was blackness, perforated here and there with swirling shapes.
 
   Then I remembered.
 
   My memory slammed into me like a meteorite.
 
   I gasped, or at least I tried to.
 
   I couldn’t move.
 
   The haze of unconsciousness started to resolve into a recognizable scene. I saw a ceiling. High, grey, with sensor lights interspersed at even intervals.
 
   I was back in my cell. The same goddamn cell I’d been incarcerated in for three years.
 
   Fear tried to climb its way up my back, but it felt subdued. I was aware of it, knew it was there. And yet I couldn’t feel the full brunt of its force.
 
   I started to panic. I still couldn’t move.
 
   … No.
 
   God no.
 
   He’d done it, hadn’t he? He’d given me his knew ‘compound’ as he’d called it. His new method of controlling me.
 
   Though my panic was subdued – the full effect of the terror ripping through my veins stifled somehow – it still had its intended effect. I woke faster. Soon I felt my hand twitch.
 
   Something beeped. Probably a sensor somewhere. It would relay back to the primary viewing station.
 
   My cell wasn’t small. It was massive. Half the size of an ordinary hangar bay, it was where I did most of my training. A square grey box of a room, it had no windows, apart from a massive observation deck along one wall. It was protected by meter-thick reinforced flex glass and the strongest shields in the Milky Way. If I tried to attack it to get at the people within, they’d have time to incapacitate me.
 
   I twitched my right hand, then my left, feeling a rush of relief at the movement, despite how small it was.
 
   Another sensor beeped.
 
   He would be up there – Professor Axis. He’d be ensconced in the observation room, head tilted to the side as he smiled at the sensor reports.
 
   He always smiled when he was around me.
 
   I struggled at the thought, thrashing, trying to lift myself off the table.
 
   I could see his smile – it was etched into my hindbrain.
 
   “N-no,” I managed, surprised I could push the word from my paralyzed mouth.
 
   Another sensor beep.
 
   “L-let me go.”
 
   My only reply was yet another sensor beep.
 
   As every second passed, I grew stronger until finally I could lift myself up.
 
   To my surprise, I found I wasn’t restrained.
 
   I sat on the edge of my simple bed and stared around my expansive room, head jerking up to the observation deck.
 
   Though it was all the way on the other side of the room, I could still see figures walking around beyond the glass.
 
   One figure, however, stood stock still.
 
   It was too far away to resolve features, but I swore whoever it was had their head on the side as they stared at me.
 
   Axis.
 
   I threw myself forward before I knew what I was doing.
 
   I was too weak to stand, and fell hard onto one knee and then the other, my hair scooping low over my shoulders.
 
   That’s when I realized it was longer. Much longer. Mousy brown too.
 
   With a startled breath trapped in my chest, I pulled up a shaking hand.
 
   I… I was different.
 
   I grabbed at my hair and pushed my trembling hands over my face, palpating my features.
 
   I was back to my old appearance.
 
   Axis had changed me back into Alyssa Nightingale, removing every trace of the identity I’d created for myself as Jenks.
 
   I sat there, crumpled on my knees, long hair clumped over my shoulders and back as I heaved through a cry.
 
   I let my hands drop from my hair and face. They fell loosely into my lap, my shoulders hunching forward as my back rounded.
 
   From somewhere, a sensor beeped.
 
   … And the anger flared.
 
   It started in my gut. Just a twitch, just a spark. Then it exploded.
 
   I tensed my hands, shifting forward and locking them on the polished grey metal floor. My long hair fell around my shoulders as I shifted my head up, arching my back as I stared at Axis.
 
   Lines of sensor lights were cut into the walls, floor, and ceiling, and as I shifted forward, dragging my unresponsive legs over the floor, I passed over a line of lights.
 
   There was yet another beep.
 
   Another goddamn beep.
 
   I focused on him. On that figure up there behind the meter-thick glass.
 
   He didn’t say a word, he just watched me.
 
   I wanted to leap to my feet, tear forward, and slam a hand towards him. I wanted my telekinetic implants to activate, sending streams of yellow-gold light erupting over my fingers.
 
   I needed to attack, to do something other than crawl pathetically across the floor towards him, my now long hair cutting limply in front of my face.
 
   That’s when I noticed the distinct cold spreading through my arms. It centered on my elbows, a niggling pulsing feeling that seeped into the muscles like melt from a glacier.
 
   I jerked my head down, staring at my arm.
 
   I brought one hand up, the fingers trembling and shivering. I was wearing a long white-blue hospital tunic and a pair of pants made from the same light-weight material. The sleeves of my tunic were long, and as I kept that trembling hand lifted, I brought it towards my mouth and grabbed the cuff with my teeth, pulling it back up my arm.
 
   I saw fresh incisions along my elbow.
 
   “You’ve finally found it, Alyssa,” Axis said, his voice booming out of the comms. “Now show us what it can do.”
 
   Without any warning, the middle of the floor started to shift, separating as a platform raised up between it.
 
   I stumbled back, still on my knees.
 
   Though I could move the top half of my body, my legs were virtually paralyzed. They were nothing more than dead weights.
 
   Maybe that was Axis’ plan to keep me in check this time – he’d rob me of my ability to walk in the hopes I didn’t run.
 
   Then again, I didn’t need to use my legs.
 
   I spread my hands, directing them at the floor just as it stopped trembling.
 
   A platform now stood in the middle of the room. On top were around 20 shiny metal crates, their smooth surfaces glinting under the yellow light of the sensor strips.
 
   I knew what they were.
 
   Moreover, I knew what was inside.
 
   I pushed back just as the closest crate moved. In a split second it burst open and a security drone slammed out of it.
 
   It shot towards me.
 
   I brought a hand up and immediately activated my implant.
 
   I could sit there and do nothing, allow it to hit me. It wouldn’t kill me. Axis wasn’t that stupid. He’d let it damage me, but only to teach me a lesson.
 
   Instead I fought.
 
   I spread my hand and let a pulse of energy slam through it.
 
   I swiped it towards the drone.
 
   And I obliterated it.
 
   I didn’t just smash it out of my path – it disintegrated.
 
   I pushed back on my unresponsive legs, jerking away as I brought an arm up to protect my face.
 
   I… I hadn’t meant to use that much power.
 
   I jerked my head down and stared at my arms again.
 
   I noticed that the light spilling over them was different now. It wasn’t the exact hue I was used to. It was a much deeper gold.
 
   “These are your new implants, Alyssa,” Axis said in a warm tone, as if they were a present I should be terribly thankful for.
 
   I twisted my head to the side, hair slicing over my cheeks as I looked up at him.
 
   “Wonderful, aren’t they?” he continued his one-sided conversation.
 
   I responded by shunting backwards and bashing a hand into the floor. I directed my implants to send a pulse of energy into that smooth grey metal.
 
   If I was now powerful enough to disintegrate a shielded battle drone with barely any effort, then surely I could rip my way out of this cell.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” he warned.
 
   Suddenly I twitched. My body convulsed forward as a jolt spread through it with the speed of lightning.
 
   I gasped as I fell, twitching, to the floor. With one wide-open eye, I stared up at the observation deck.
 
   “I expect you to behave, Alyssa. Don’t waste your precious energy trying to break out of your cell – if you do, you will be shocked again. And too many shocks, I should warn you, will render you unconscious for a day at a time. Now be a good girl and finish the test.”
 
   I watched as several more battle drones broke free from the metal boxes in the middle of the room.
 
   I planted my now sweaty shaking hands on the floor and pushed myself up with a heave, hair fanning in front of my face.
 
   My body felt like it had just been fried. Every movement I made was twitchy and unsteady.
 
   I didn’t have time to nurse my injuries though.
 
   Two battle drones sprang towards me.
 
   I saw them out of the corner of my eye, two flashes of jet-black matte metal, stark against the smooth grey walls.
 
   Just as they reached me, their metal claws extending towards my face and neck, I threw a hand out, sleeve flaring around my wrist as I punched my fingers wide.
 
   A pulse of gold light shot out of my hand, locking the two drones in place, both barely centimeters from my terror-filled eyes.
 
   I heard Axis give out a happy laugh. “That’s it. Show us what you can do.”
 
   His voice was always cheery, his demeanor that of a caring fatherly figure.
 
   I sliced my gaze towards him, brow pressing so low I could barely see.
 
   I fancied he smiled. Though I couldn’t see him, it was the kind of thing he’d do.
 
   More battle drones sprung from their boxes.
 
   Though my body was still numb and tingled all over, I took out each battle drone, hair flaring over my shoulder as I twisted on the spot, disintegrating each drone in turn.
 
   Just as I finished all 20, another platform rose from the center of the floor and more drones appeared.
 
   Axis wasn’t done playing with me yet.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
    “Son, you don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into,” my father said simply.
 
   I’d been expecting an attack. I’d been expecting him to murder me in cold blood.
 
   What I was getting, was different.
 
   He was trying to convince me I’d been wrong. Maybe he needed to hear it. Maybe that’s what this was about. He wanted me to admit I’d been wrong and I should never have turned from the Star Forces. Then, with a clear conscience, he’d kill me.
 
   Or maybe he wouldn’t. I couldn’t read him as he stood there and lectured me.
 
   “You don’t understand the resistance. You don’t understand the terrible things they’ve done. How many they’ve killed. Have you forgotten what they did to your ship?”
 
   I wasn’t going to do him the dignity of answering.
 
   And yet, I couldn’t stop myself from twitching. Despite everything that had happened since the Godspeed’s accident, the memory of it was still buried deep in my chest. I still felt the pain of lying there, a bloody mess as I watched my ship spin through space.
 
   I twitched.
 
   My father saw it.
 
   A slight smile spread across his face. “What have they told you, Nathan? That we’re monsters? That we’re tyrannical?”
 
   I… couldn’t respond. Though I wanted to. I wanted to face him and tell him everything I’d learnt.
 
   “Do you honestly believe that? You may be many things, son, but you’ve always been a man of reason. That’s your greatest quality. You go by the evidence. And trust me, they’ve been keeping the evidence from you.”
 
   My whole body was stiff. So stiff it felt as if my bones had been replaced by flex concrete.
 
   “Do you know how many civilians they’ve killed? Let me show you.” He stepped away from me, brought his hands up, and conducted the view screens again. They shifted towards me, three of them fanning out in front of my face as the streams of data that had been playing across them changed.
 
   They were replaced with footage.
 
   “You’re looking at a civilian transport en route to the Yu Sector.” Admiral Shepherd extended a finger towards a simple transport ship. “395 passengers and 15 crew are aboard.”
 
   Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t stop the dread from spilling down my back.
 
   I took a sharp breath.
 
   Suddenly from the left side of the screen, a group of three attack cruisers appeared. They were not Star Forces. In fact, if I had to make an educated guess, I would have said resistance, as they looked a lot like the shuttle I’d brought to the Miracle.
 
   I took another sharp breath, this one so shallow it barely passed my lips.
 
   My father said nothing, but looked at me out of the corner of his eye as the three resistance ships attacked the transport.
 
   “The transport ship was carrying medical supplies and refined dark matter. A worthy target for the resistance,” he added.
 
   Though I wanted to, I couldn’t tear my eyes off the footage. Those resistance ships gave no quarter as they attacked the transport. It wasn’t a fair fight. It was no fight at all.
 
   “There’s more.” Admiral Shepherd flicked a hand forward, and another screen zoomed towards me. “So much more.”
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   He wouldn’t let up. Professor Axis wouldn’t stop.
 
   More and more battle drones streamed into my cell.
 
   Every time I paused and directed my attention at the walls or floor, Axis would hiss a warning.
 
   A few times one of my blasts struck the far wall, and every time I was punished.
 
   Another jolt of electricity slammed through my body, driving me even further onto my knees until I was a crumpled mess on the floor.
 
   I had no idea how long this would last. If my previous sessions with Axis were anything to go by it could be up to a day. I was a battle system, after all. I had to prove my stamina.
 
   I barely had time to think as more and more drones sprang into my room. That was the point. Axis didn’t want me getting creative.
 
   But amidst the chaos I realized one thing. My tongue drifted up to the top of my mouth, and I felt that little pocket of skin. It was still there. And I swore I could feel the two capsules were still underneath.
 
   It was a revelation, but ultimately irrelevant. What could those capsules do for me now? They were designed to cut through my fatigue and counteract the incapacitating compound F’val had used on me. I very much doubted Axis was still using the same drug.
 
   … Or was he?
 
   As I fought relentlessly, drones swarming around me, I realized I had to try.
 
   There was nothing more to lose.
 
    
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   He didn’t stop. He was relentless. He showed me attack after attack, the resistance targeting civilians in cold blood.
 
   My ears rang, a terrible pressure welling in the center of my chest.
 
   I didn’t know what to believe anymore.
 
   I tried to tell myself that all of this was irrelevant. That I knew Alyssa and Annabelle and Captain H’agovan. That I knew they were good people.
 
   My father had an answer for that too.
 
   “The resistance attracts the hopeful and confused. I will admit to you, son, they’ve managed to fool some of our greatest heroes into joining their ranks. But it’s all based on lies. Have you ever stopped to wonder what force is behind the resistance?”
 
   Finally I did it. I spoke. The words cracked from my lips, “what do you mean?”
 
   My father smiled widely. “They are a destabilizing force, son, and who would benefit the most from such a force?” He paused. “The Elogian Factions,” he announced with that same smile spreading his lips.
 
   “… What?”
 
   “You wouldn’t have met the ruling council of the resistance yet, Nathan, but trust me, they are made up almost exclusively of members of the Elogian Factions. They wish to take over the Alliance, not to usher in peace, but to destroy it. Their only interests are economic. They are unhappy with the sanctions the House of Lords and Ladies has placed on them.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Think about it. Who else would be rich enough to fund the resistance? The resistance, from all our reports, are badly trained and fractured. And yet they live on. Somehow they continued to make advances. Why? Because every time they lose ships, somebody replaces them. You’ve been with the resistance, son, surely you have seen it. They are a ragtag bunch. They only continue to exist, because they have powerful backers who replace their toys once they’re broken.”
 
   I didn’t respond.
 
   I swallowed.
 
   “Do me a favor,” he took a step backwards and nodded at a new view screen that floated right in front of my face, “I’m going to give you access to the full Star Forces database. I want you to look up every resistance attack in the past two years, including the attack on the Godspeed.”
 
   My gaze sliced towards him.
 
   “I want you to cross reference them with moves the Elogian Factions have made in the House of Lords and Ladies.” He took another step back. He nodded. Turned. And walked out of the room.
 
   He left me there.
 
   At first I couldn’t move.
 
   Then I jerked backwards, head twisting from side-to-side, looking for a chance to escape.
 
   But there wouldn’t be one. My father wasn’t stupid. He wouldn’t have left any weapons in this room, nor would the consoles allow me any access to the ship.
 
   Reluctantly, my gaze was pulled back to the view screen just in front of my face.
 
   Without me even asking, it started to look up every resistance attack in the last two years. I could pretend that the information being displayed across the screen was all fiction. But I already knew that most of them were indeed legitimate resistance attacks.
 
   Fear punched through my gut. And something else. Shame and disgust.
 
   … This… it couldn’t be happening, could it?
 
   The Elogian Factions were indeed a powerful force in the House of Lords and Ladies. Lady Argoza herself belonged to one of the primary families of the faction.
 
   There’d long been a rumor that the Elogians wanted more power. They believed they deserved it. The families that constituted the factions were each responsible for a fair chunk of the economic power of the Alliance. They believed that with economic power ought to come might. They felt that the rest of the Alliance stifled them and robbed them of their true strength.
 
   If you’d asked me several months ago, I would have said that theory was nothing more than an ill-conceived malicious rumor spread by the other houses to disrupt the Elogians.
 
   Now… now I didn’t know what I believed.
 
   I didn’t know what I believed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I… had to do something, while I still had the chance.
 
   It was relentless now. Insane. There were more and more battle drones. They sprang from every corner of the room. It was hell keeping track of them.
 
   But my mind never shifted from that possibility. My tongue never drifted away from that pocket of skin.
 
   I could still feel those two capsules.
 
   They were my last hope.
 
   Every now and then Axis laughed. He joked with me, shared stories, treated me like a valued friend. And every now and then, for absolutely no reason, he would electrocute me, sending another powerful jolt of energy snapping through my body until I fell to my face.
 
   Evening the odds, he called it. When I was finally permitted to enter a real battle, he would need to know I was capable of withstanding attacks.
 
   I had no idea how much time passed. With the relentless, frantic pace of the battle, it could have been as little as five minutes and as much as several hours.
 
   My thoughts kept snapping back to Shepherd. Where he was, if he was okay.
 
   And always at the back of my mind I thought of the Ra’xon. Why hadn’t they attacked yet? Had they been discovered?
 
   There was a slight break in the battle. Just a few seconds, long enough for me to catch my breath, then the entire floor began to shift. It jolted from one side to the other. I fell against my hip, hand locking onto the floor as I steadied myself.
 
   That’s when I saw the observation deck shift. The glass window out the front started to part, like curtains unfurling in the wind. A metal gangway extended from it, a massive crackling blue shield encompassing the whole thing.
 
   A man walked out onto the gangway, footfall echoing around my cavernous room.
 
   I heard every step, heard them as if they drummed right into the center of my chest.
 
   My eyes widened as I stared at him. He walked all the way out until he reached the end of the gangway.
 
   There, he stood and stared directly down at me. He was a good 30 meters up.
 
   The shield that encircled the gangway was one of the strongest I’d ever seen. I also noted that he held a device in his hand. Smooth, ceramic white, and just the size of a rock. He held it out and gestured towards it. Then, without warning, he pressed it.
 
   A massive electric jolt snapped through my body, so violent that it knocked the air from my lungs. I was thrown onto my front and twitched, face grinding into the floor.
 
   It took at least 10 seconds before I could pull myself up.
 
   I understood the threat.
 
   “I want to see this next test up close,” Axis remarked as he returned the device to his pocket, one hand still locked over it.
 
   Again, he was too far away for me to see, but I swore he was smiling.
 
   He never stopped smiling when he looked at me.
 
   He gestured forward with a swipe of his hand, and I felt the floor beneath my feet rumble once more.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw more battle drones appear, but I didn’t shift my head towards them. I did not stop looking at Axis, glaring at him, staring at his hand as it was still lodged in his pocket.
 
   I… I wouldn’t allow myself to be controlled by this man. Not again. I’d given myself that promise when I’d escaped the Miracle all those years ago. And that promise still rang true.
 
   I held onto it with all my might.
 
   “You must train hard, Alyssa. With your new implants, you will finally be able to open the wall,” his voice shook on the word wall. It displayed so much emotion, he didn’t sound like himself.
 
   … Wall?
 
   What Wall?
 
   “You will help usher in a new era of development. New weapons, new technology, new tools of peace,” he added, as if it was an afterthought.
 
   What was he talking about?
 
   “Only you can do it, my precious Alyssa.”
 
   He flicked his hand forward, and the battle drones that had been holding position behind me attacked. These ones were far larger than the ones that had come before.
 
   I instinctively felt they had much stronger shields too. It appeared Professor Axis wanted to test me to my limits.
 
   But I didn’t move.
 
   I felt the drones rush up behind me, heard their guns whirr into gear.
 
   But I didn’t move.
 
   Instead I knelt there and faced him. Faced the future he had in store.
 
   I couldn’t be any part of it.
 
   And I couldn’t rely on anyone else to save me.
 
   The Ra’xon still hadn’t attacked, and if Shepherd was still alive, there was clearly nothing he could do for me.
 
   It was up to me.
 
   “Attack, Alyssa,” Axis said, a note of urgency in his tone.
 
   The first drone reached me. It shot at me with an ionizing pulse.
 
   I shifted to the side but did not attack it, and the pulse sliced past my shoulder, tearing through the flesh and sending an arc of blood splattering over the floor.
 
   “Attack,” Axis warned, bringing the device from his pocket and pressing it.
 
   The drone stopped attacking, but my body suddenly pulsed in agony. Again I fell to the floor, face smashing against it.
 
   This time, however, I paid attention to where that pulse came from.
 
   It was somewhere from the top of my arm. Every time Axis attacked me, that electric pulse originated from the exact same position.
 
   I pushed myself to a seated position once more. The drone behind me shifted back into gear, and sprang towards me. But again I did not attack. I shifted to the side as it blasted a shot my way. I barely missed it as it took a chunk out of the sleeve of my tunic.
 
   I heard Axis roar in frustration.
 
   He pressed the button once more, and again a pulse of energy sliced through me, this one even more violent than the last. It ground me down to the floor, as if someone had slammed a boot into the center of my back.
 
   It was up my arm, a couple of inches from my elbow. Whatever was producing the electric shock felt like it was the size of a pea.
 
   I finally located it.
 
   “Alyssa, this is your final warning: fight,” Axis demanded.
 
   “Okay,” I agreed.
 
   I turned to the drone behind me. It slammed towards me, and I saw a charge build up in its primary ion canon.
 
   This time I did not throw myself away; I threw myself forward, twisting my arm to the side and shunting it towards the ion canon.
 
   The shot sliced into my upper arm. It didn’t pull my arm right off – my telekinetic implants were shielded enough that my arms could not be detached.
 
   Still, the blast took a chunk out of the muscle and skin, blood splattering everywhere.
 
   It also gave me the opportunity I needed.
 
   Because now I could see it. That little pea sized device lodged into my upper arm. The blast had dislodged the flesh around it.
 
   Axis screamed at me that this was my last warning.
 
   I did not reply.
 
   Just as he activated that device, I slammed my hand over it and pulled. I activated my telekinetic implant in full and tried to yank it right out of my arm.
 
   It was shielded, protected from attacks just like this. But with a chunk hanging out of my arm and the device exposed, I had a chance.
 
   At that exact moment, I slammed my tongue against the top of my mouth and broke the small skin pouch that held the capsules in place.
 
   I felt a jolt of power as they hit my bloodstream.
 
   The device tried to electrocute me, but the sudden jolt of adrenaline hitting my system seemed to counteract the effects.
 
   I pulled.
 
   I pulled.
 
   I pulled.
 
   And it worked.
 
   In a cascade of power, the device was ripped from my arm, a spurt of blood cascading out with it.
 
   I screamed and fell to my knees, blood-soaked hair shifting across my face.
 
   The device had landed a few meters away.
 
   The once yellow sensor lights along the floor, ceiling, and walls flicked to red, a klaxon suddenly blaring from the comms.
 
   The drones behind me tore towards me. This time it was not a test.
 
   I stretched one hand behind me as I stretched one hand in front.
 
   I stopped the drones. There were at least 40 of them now. It didn’t matter.
 
   With my other hand I lifted up the device. With a single thought, I crushed it.
 
   I tilted my head up to see Axis running back along the gangway, coat flaring out behind him as he threw himself towards the observation deck.
 
   He was screaming something.
 
   I was determined not to give him the opportunity to finish his sentence.
 
   I pushed myself up. Whatever the Doc aboard the Ra’xon had put in those capsules, they had almost cut through the effects of my paralysis.
 
   My legs were jerky, but that didn’t matter. I wasn’t planning on walking.
 
   I spread both hands out, arms at right angles. I let the light spill from my implants. Then I lifted off my feet. I rose into the air like a shuttle readying to take off.
 
   The warning alarms blared louder and louder.
 
   I could feel the air being sucked out of the room.
 
   Despite everything, I still had to breathe.
 
   Axis ran so fast, he fell over, foot snagging against the metal grating.
 
   I watched him twist his head.
 
   I had now risen to the same level as him. Though that massive shield still separated us, it wouldn’t for long.
 
   I extended both hands towards it, and ripped through it.
 
   He watched me; for one horror-filled second, his lined and wrinkled face turned up in terror.
 
   Then he shifted backwards and threw himself towards the observation room.
 
   It was still open.
 
   I landed on the end of the gangway, just as they tried to retract it.
 
   I slammed one hand into the metal railing behind me, and held it in place, whatever apparatus was responsible for shifting it suddenly groaning so loudly the noise split the air.
 
   I stalked forward.
 
   Someone tried to shoot at me from inside the observation deck. I brought my arm up and slammed it into the bullet, knocking it away as if it were nothing more troublesome than a badly thrown ball.
 
   I continued to stalk forward, hair fluttering around me, caught in the power of the energy streaming off my implants.
 
   I finally reached the end of the gangway and walked into the observation deck.
 
   Several elite forces soldiers opened fire on me. Without a thought, I pinned them against the far wall.
 
   I turned to see Axis disappear in a cascade of energy.
 
   I extended a hand towards him, trying to stop the transport beam, but it was too late.
 
   He disappeared.
 
   I stood there and considered accessing the computer to find out where he’d transported to. I would follow him there, and I would finally end this.
 
   But… I didn’t have the time.
 
   I had to disable the Miracle’s communications and engine.
 
   I hadn’t forgot my mission.
 
   Revenge could wait.
 
    
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   Everyone on the bridge turned to face the Captain.
 
   Too much time had passed. It had been well over two hours.
 
   Her demeanor was different now. I wouldn’t say that that was fear shifting in her gaze. I wouldn’t say she was scared. But there was something. Something strong enough that she slowly rose to her feet.
 
   All eyes were on her as she stared at the view screen.
 
   Seconds passed, the silence eerie, only broken by the soft beep of consoles and equipment.
 
   “Our time is up,” she said simply.
 
   Nobody asked any questions. We knew what we had to do.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I didn’t know what to believe.
 
   I didn’t know what to believe.
 
   The evidence that Elogian Factions were behind the resistance seemed irrefutable. I wanted to pretend that this was just some fiction my father had carefully created, but it made too much sense. He was right. The resistance were too ragtag. Other than a few notable members, they were too desperate to carry off the victories they’d claimed.
 
   Unless they had help.
 
   While one part of me accepted that fact, the other pushed it away violently.
 
   I knew my friends, I knew I could trust them. And despite everything, Alyssa was still on this ship. She’d still undergone unspeakable torture at the hands of Professor Axis.
 
   I still had to get to her.
 
   But… but it seemed there was nothing I could do.
 
   If this information was correct, and the Elogians really were behind the resistance, there was nowhere to run, no one to turn to.
 
   And maybe that’s the real reason my father had revealed the secret to me. Not to prove that the Star Forces weren’t monsters, but to prove there was no escape, for even the resistance were just as corrupt.
 
   I paled as I stood there, feeling colder than the depths of space.
 
   Then it happened.
 
   A red alert.
 
   It split through the ship.
 
   Seconds later, a powerful vibration shook through the floor too. I had to clutch a hand on the edge of the table beside me to steady myself.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” I asked out loud.
 
   There was no one to answer. Just the blare of the ship’s alert.
 
   Suddenly fear lanced into me.
 
   It was the Ra’xon. It had to be the Ra’xon. They were finally enacting their suicide mission.
 
   My life flashed before my eyes, a continuous stream of memories that were hardly discernible from one another.
 
   My heart stopped in my chest, my breath froze in my throat.
 
   And I waited.
 
   And waited.
 
   The red alert klaxon still blared, the lights in the room dimming, but that was it. Seconds passed into minutes, but that was it.
 
   Had the Miracle already fended off the Ra’xon’s attack?
 
   A second later, I got my answer.
 
   “All security personnel to deck 25. Subject Omega has broken containment.”
 
   Alyssa. It had to be Alyssa. I was sure of it.
 
   With a smile exploding over my face, I turned hard on my foot and headed for the door.
 
   Maybe there was nothing I could do from inside this room, but that didn’t matter. I’d look for an opportunity and I would take it.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   The Ra’xon still hadn’t revealed itself. The bridge crew waited on bated breath as the Captain stood ramrod straight in the middle of the room.
 
   “… Captain?” I hazarded.
 
   “One more minute,” she said through clenched teeth. “We’ll give them one more minute.”
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   The Miracle sent Hell to meet me. Every soldier, every drone. I ignored them.
 
   They tried to pump the atmosphere out of the hallway. I ignored them. Instead I punched my way right through the wall. Then another, then another.
 
   Even if the Ra’xon couldn’t help me, I was determined to pull down the Miracle. Every wall, every goddamn piece of hull plating.
 
   I was going to destroy this monstrosity.
 
   As that thought pounded through my heart, another came hot on its heels.
 
   Shepherd.
 
   If he was still alive, I was going to find him, and we were going to escape.
 
   That was a promise.
 
   I took another step forward, light cascading all around me, hair whipping around my face. I narrowed my eyes and I continued.
 
   Thank you for reading Episode Three.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Episode Four
 
   At Dawn
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   The tension on the bridge was unbelievable. It lapped at me, clawed at me like knives sinking deep into flesh and renting muscle from bone.
 
   The Captain stood ramrod straight, her hands clasped behind her back, her shoulders pushing forward. Her eyes virtually bulged as she stared at the main view screen.
 
   We waited for her to give the next order, to begin the attack.
 
   “Prepare,” she said.
 
   I twisted, heart sinking. But even though a sense of dread welled from within me, the knowledge that this was the right thing to do quickly took its place.
 
   If I had to go down, I was going to go down fighting against Professor Axis. I was going to ensure nobody else fell to him.
 
   So I turned and lifted my head, eyes locking on the Miracle.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I threw myself at the door. I was trying to pry my way through an access panel. I had good training when it came to incursion techniques, but this was beyond me. The Miracle possessed a level of technology I hadn’t ever seen.
 
   And yet did I give up? No, I couldn’t.
 
   The red alert klaxon still blared all around me. Strangely enough they hadn’t turned off the whirring alarm. Usually after a few ear-pounding minutes, the actual sound was switched off; it was too distracting. And when you were in the middle of a disaster, you rarely forgot about it.
 
   They hadn’t turned off the klaxon, which meant one thing: whatever was out there was a top level alert that kept threatening new sections of the ship.
 
   Alyssa. It had to be Alyssa.
 
   As I thought of her name – as the memory of her filled my mind – I threw myself into my task, hands a blur as I tried to manipulate the controls. My sweaty fingers caught against the loose wires, my nails trailing down the insulated sheaths and clasping the loose ends. Sweat slicked my brow, a few rivulets sinking into my eyes and stinging me.
 
   I blinked, bringing up the back of a hand and swiping it across my face. Then I shifted my gaze back to the wires.
 
   This had to work.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   Chaos. Chaos was around me. And not just around me – inside me, too. As the new power of my implants tore through my body – shifting into my hands, pulsing into my fingers, and sending spasms of light bursting across the room – an energy filled my mind. Erratic, pounding, as if someone had taken a hammer to my grey matter.
 
   Maybe it was just the surge of power, or maybe it was something else. I didn’t have the time to stop and tell. Instead I focused on knocking my way through every wall.
 
   As I tore one down, another would stand behind it. I was like a dog madly digging in dirt or a child pushing through sand in a pit.
 
   The walls were sturdy and magnetically reinforced. But they were nothing to me. Nothing more than thin sheets of paper that could be blown down with a mere flick of my hand.
 
   As I twisted on my foot and changed direction, I saw yet another team of black-armored elite forces soldiers. They tried to fight me, tried to use weapons I’d never even seen. Guns that appeared to shoot electric balls that expanded into shields. Drones that zipped past me, travelling at speeds akin to speeding bullets.
 
   It didn’t matter. This power – this power that now pulsed through me, that now engorged my heart, that swelled through my body like a balloon expanding in every cell – it couldn’t be quenched.
 
   That thought sank deep into my mind as that energy rang louder and louder between my ears. It was as if a bell had been lodged right in the center of my skull and someone was tolling it with all their might.
 
   I didn’t walk, even though the effects of Axis’ drug had now worn off. Instead I floated. I didn’t need to hold one hand out, palm steady and flat as it faced the floor and kept me aloft. Instead I simply shifted forward, legs limp underneath me as I floated in a cloud of my own power, arms springing back and forth as I fought.
 
   My telekinetic energy now surrounded me. It was so bright it made everything else pale in comparison. It was like the rest of reality – from the cold grey walls to the matte black armored faces of the soldiers – everything else was washed out and dull in comparison. The only thing that mattered was the light.
 
   I tried to hold onto a scrap of reason as I flung myself towards the center of the ship and the quantum cores. I still knew what I had to do: I had a tiny window of opportunity to disrupt the Miracle’s communications systems and disable her engines so the Ra’xon could sweep in and save the day. But the sensation of this raw power was too much – it almost overcame me.
 
   I was only barely capable of holding onto that final scrap of reason. And it was him – Nathan Shepherd was the reason I could grasp it and keep it close. He was still onboard, and I was determined to find him. And if they’d killed him… if they’d killed him….
 
   A terrifying shiver crossed through my form as I considered that possibility. It reacted with my power, and a sudden burst of light exploded over my hands, shattering the wall before me, causing every single molecule to split apart. A wave of heat and noise slammed out from it, travelling in every direction. There had been two elite soldiers behind me, and the shock wave struck them, throwing them so hard into the floor that they dented it with all the impact of a meteorite striking the earth.
 
   I…I had to control myself. But the mission was more important. Even if I tore my mind apart and this power completely consumed the remaining scraps of my sanity, it wouldn’t matter as long as I tore down the Miracle and ensured Axis would never do this to anyone else again.
 
   Axis.
 
   The thought of him swelled in my mind. It was like a spark to gas. It flared, expanding through my consciousness, sweeping away every other thought as revenge took its place.
 
   In the initial stages of my training, when I’d first been fitted with my implants, I’d experienced moments like this. When the sheer strength of my implants overcame me. They swept away my sanity, pushing away any rational thought and replacing it with a heady force.
 
   I heard sudden movement from beside me. A contingent of elite forces soldiers were readying to breach the door to the room I was currently in.
 
   My head jerked towards the door, hair still flaring around my face, fringe caught in eddies of power, every strand crackling with yellow-gold light.
 
   I brought my hands forward and collapsed my fingers into my palms. More power rushed down my arms.
 
   Suddenly I saw myself – just a reflection on the polished metal panel to my side. My face, my eyes – everything was covered in that power. I was… I wasn’t me anymore. I was like a vision from a dream – half-woman, half-fire. And my expression… oh god, it was so cold, so full of anger, so full of hatred. You couldn’t see my eyes; they were just two balls of glowing light. My lips were twisted up high into my cheeks, my teeth thin strips of glinting white as my nose crinkled hard into my brow.
 
   No, I thought as I stared at myself, no that couldn’t be me. This couldn’t be me.
 
   But it was.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   “Come on, you bastard,” I screamed as a balled up a hand and struck it against the side of the panel. I wasn’t so carried away by anger that I struck the circuits I was working on, but I was close. The despair was starting to wind its way around my gut like wire. So much tension pooled in my stomach it felt like I would explode.
 
   I clenched my teeth so hard my neck became locked at a strange angle, every muscle so tight they could have shattered my spine and jaw.
 
   Don’t ask me how, but I knew Alyssa was in trouble. It wasn’t just that frantic continuous red alert blaring through the ship, the pitch of the alarm so violent it shook through my knees and feet. It was… something, some kind of warning shifting in my heart, telling me I had to get to her.
 
   As I tried to rewire the access panel, swearing every second as more and more frustration poured through me, I thought about it. What I’d learnt. I thought about it, because I couldn’t push it away. Even at a time like this, what my father had told me, what he’d shown me – that footage – I could see it flashing in my mind. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw those transports exploding one after another as they were torn apart by the resistance.
 
   I felt sick, truly sick. It was the only feeling I could comprehend other than the desperation that tore and ripped through my chest like shrapnel exploding from my heart.
 
   My father was right, wasn’t he? At the end of the day, despite everything I’d done, despite everything I’d achieved, I was still naïve. And that was my undoing. I was too gullible. I trusted people. I went with my feelings, not with reason. And that’s what got me into situations like this.
 
   I wanted to hold onto the fact I could at least trust Alyssa and most of the crew aboard the Ra’xon. And maybe I could. But I had to face facts: it was extremely likely that the Elogian Factions were behind the resistance. Which meant the cause, in all its scope, was a lie. The hope that we could one day destroy the Star Forces and build a new peace in their ashes was a lie. It was a goddamn lie.
 
   Helping the resistance, and the Elogian Factions behind it, would only serve the interests of the economically strong.
 
   More and more sweat slicked down my brow. I could feel it pool between my fingers, too. With one hand I continued to pry and pluck at the wires, forcing them together, hoping that this time I would chance upon the correct combination to open the doors. With my other hand I tried but failed to wipe the sweat away for good.
 
   I clutched my hand into an angry fist, driving my fingers into the palm until my nails scraped across the skin.
 
   “Come on, you bastard,” I said once more, voice rattling through the room, tone pitching high, matching the continuous shriek of the alarm system. “Come on, you bastard,” I repeated once more. “I’m running out of time.”
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I… I was starting to lose track of myself. I knew where I was, knew I was still on the Miracle. And my mission filled my heart and mind. But everything else, every sensation, every memory, was starting to slip away from me like a long forgotten dream.
 
   The light still coursed over me, exploding over every centimeter of my flesh, leaping high into the air like flames engorged on fuel.
 
   That ringing in my mind was more like a pounding now. A droning that chased away every thought.
 
   I was barely aware of what I was doing as another team of soldiers exploded around a corner, guns held high, battle drones streaming around them like wisps of cloud thrown forward by a surging gale.
 
   I had to restrain myself. My power wanted to reach out and destroy them, rip them body from armor, flesh from bone, molecule from molecule.
 
   Just as I punched a hand forward, the move so violent my shoulder shuddered hard down into my ribs, I tried to restrain myself. The power leaped up over my fingers, a ball of yellow light erupting from my hand. But then I gasped. I realized what I was about to do and drew the arm back. I let it fall slack at my side as that ringing became louder and louder. It wouldn’t stop. It wouldn’t stop.
 
   The soldiers darted back and forth, shooting at me, erecting containment fields.
 
   With one hand I slapped them away. It was so terrifyingly easy.
 
   I couldn’t keep track of them anymore, couldn’t tell the difference from the boneless, soulless, bloodless walls and the beating hearts of the men before me.
 
   I wasn’t a murderer, wasn’t a killer. Despite what Professor Axis had taught me to do, I would never become his complete battle system, his mindless toy.
 
   I wouldn’t, so what was I doing? What was happening to me?
 
   I staggered back, for the first time falling onto my feet, suddenly incapable of floating.
 
   I staggered, my knees threatening to buckle. My body tilted to the side, and I fell against the wall beside me. I pushed one hand against it to steady myself, but the power cascading off my fingers sunk into the metal, melting it. Streams of molten titanium trickled between my fingers, but the power kept me safe, stopping the superheated substance from burning my skin and scraping it free from my bones.
 
   I watched it with one horrified wide-open eye.
 
   I gasped again, the move trembling in my chest, every muscle in my ribcage feeling as if it had been replaced by an unsteady hand.
 
   “What’s happening to me?” I managed, the words cracking from my throat, echoing through the room. “What’s happening to me?”
 
   I balled up a hand, pressing the fingers hard into my palm as I brought the fist back and struck the wall beside me. The wall shattered; the light from my hand pulsed into it, disrupting every molecule and sending what remained cascading down around me, pooling against my feet.
 
   Steam and smoke filled the air, whipping around my body as it was caught in the vortex of my ability.
 
   I took another staggering step forward, clutching one hand to my face, pressing the fingers hard into my brow, my thumb indenting against my ocular ridge, sliding closer to my eyes as I pushed against my eyelids and forced them shut.
 
   “What’s happening to me?” I screamed again, falling to one knee.
 
   But I heard them – more soldiers.
 
   I turned, hair flaring around my face, eyes opening wide, more light leaping across my skin.
 
   I screamed. That terrifying sound cracking from my throat. Then I pushed myself forward.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   “Goddammit, come on!” I screamed, voice punching so loud it felt as if it would tear the lining from my throat.
 
   There was now so much pressure in my body it didn’t even feel like my own. It felt like I’d withered, like some great gravity well had crushed me into a single point. I was barely aware of my knees as I pushed them hard into the floor, and of my hands as they darted back and forth across the access panel, plucking at wires and the circuits beneath. All I was was pinpoint focus driven on by a wildly beating heart.
 
   “All crew to evacuate decks 15 through 30. Atmosphere will be vented,” a toneless electronic voice repeated over the comm system.
 
   My gaze darted up as my head jerked around and I stared at the view screens still in the center of the room. They were displaying warnings, repeating the evacuation message.
 
   As I brought a trembling hand up and locked it over my mouth, pressing it hard against my teeth, I let another swearword crack from my lips.
 
   Christ, they were going to kill her, weren’t they? Alyssa. They must’ve failed to contain her, so their plan was to trap her in the middle of the ship and vent the atmosphere. She was a lot of things, but she was still human; she still needed air to live.
 
   “Fuck!” I bellowed. Then I shifted back, forcing my head to snap around so I could focus on my task.
 
   That constant pounding drone of the alert klaxon beat in time with my pulsing, vibrating heart. The harmonic resonance of both could have shattered my body and torn through half the ship.
 
   She was running out of time. I knew she was running out of time. But I couldn’t get out of the goddamn room.
 
   When it came down to it, I wasn’t just gullible – I was useless.
 
   She deserved someone better.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   She was hesitating; the Captain was hesitating. And I didn’t know why.
 
   She had more experience commanding starships, so maybe she was tapping into something I couldn’t see.
 
   Every other member of the bridge crew waited, standing or sitting, heads turned towards her, necks stiff.
 
   The Ra’xon was prepped. All the Captain needed was to give the final word and we would spring from the spatial anomaly and pounce upon the Miracle.
 
   It wouldn’t be a fair fight; it wouldn’t be a fight at all. We’d just ram her, and the ensuing explosion would take out both ships.
 
   I tried to let the dread numb my feelings, tried to tell myself that there was no point to the fear. It was good to go out like this. Fitting.
 
   But my heart would not be reasoned with. It still catapulted around my chest as if it were trying to break free from my ribs.
 
   I swallowed, the move so tight I could have sucked my teeth from my jaw.
 
   The Captain took a step forward, her boots ringing against the smooth polished white-silver surface of the floor. She tilted her head back, took a breath. And brought her hand up.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I wasn’t aware of where I was anymore. The only sensation was the power breaking and tumbling off me, the energy expanding and pulsing, tearing from my fingers, ripping into the room, into anything that strayed into my path.
 
   My mind was a haze, thoughts little more than a trickle as if someone had dammed them.
 
   Maybe this was it. Maybe, despite the fact I’d broken free from my prison, I hadn’t actually broken free from Professor Axis’ control. Perhaps he’d already enacted his plan, and this inability to focus – this pounding and ringing in my ears as my body destroyed everything in sight – this was his new toy. This was how he was going to turn me into his ultimate weapon.
 
   I tried to hold onto that thought but it flitted past me and fell away as the power returned.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Just as I was about to give up, just as I was about to sink to my knees, slam a sweaty palm onto the wall and let it sink down to the floor, it happened. The door beeped.
 
   I catapulted myself forward, stomach muscles twitching as the door hissed open.
 
   I didn’t honestly expect anyone to be standing there, but I still pushed forward into a roll, coming up quickly, snapping to my feet.
 
   I wasn’t wearing my armor anymore; my father had forced me to take it off before he’d left me alone in that room. If I’d been in armor, it would have been easier. With all the chaos tearing through the Miracle, I might have been able to patch myself into the communications system to find out what was going on. It would also give me more of a chance against those elite soldiers.
 
   But I didn’t have my armor, and I had to push forward.
 
   Strips of red and yellow lights were arranged in rows along the centerline of the ceiling and along the midline of the walls. They glowed brightly enough that as I sprang forward and locked a hand on the wall for balance, the red pulses bled through my tightly closed fingers.
 
   I pressed off, pushing into a full run.
 
   The only way I was going to win this was with the element of surprise.
 
   I expected to see soldiers, scientists – some form of resistance. I saw nothing. Here and there as I sprinted through those lonely corridors I saw abandoned devices, handheld scanners, even coffee cups, their contents spilled in brown pools over the polished floor. My boots slapped through them as I kept springing forward.
 
   While I wanted to find Alyssa, I knew my priority had to be disabling the communications system and the engines. I could do both from main engineering. When I was finished, the Ra’xon theoretically would come riding in like the cavalry from old Earth stories.
 
   Theoretically.
 
   That word tumbled in my mind, making me feel as if I was in free fall.
 
   Why hadn’t the Ra’xon attacked already? It had been well over two hours since our mission began. The Captain had agreed to wait half an hour at most. But that time period was well and truly up. So where was she?
 
   My mind jerked from one thought to another as if the ground beneath me was lurching and giving way.
 
   They couldn’t have lost already, right?
 
   Every possibility, the next more horrible than the first, cascaded through my mind, tearing my attention away from the corridor as I flung myself forward.
 
   From my droning heavy footfall, from my thumping beating heart – I knew I couldn’t allow the desperation to distract me.
 
   If I had any chance I had to have my wits about me.
 
   And finally it happened. Finally I came across my first target. I was expecting one of those elite forces soldiers. I didn’t get one. Instead I got a technician standing in the middle of the corridor, back hunched, shoulders rounded, hands jittering as he worked on some kind of device.
 
   He turned as he saw me approaching. “We’re meant to be evacuating this area. There’s a chance the subfield generators in this section could blow.”
 
   “Got it,” I said as I streamed past him.
 
   The guy clearly thought I was a real member of the crew. I didn’t pause to set him straight. I shifted past him. That’s when I saw him fumbling with something in his pocket. While the technology of the Miracle was beyond me, it was still based on devices I knew. With extreme modifications, yes, but I was familiar enough with the basic design that I recognized what he was holding. It was a site-to-site transporter.
 
   The tiny device in the guy’s hand wasn’t powerful enough to actually create a transport beam. The Miracle was clearly the most advanced ship in the fleet, but you still needed a massive particle accelerator to crunch a guy’s atoms into data and send them careening through space. Somewhere in the Miracle would be a huge room dedicated to the process of transportation.
 
   As soon as I saw the device, my eyes lit up, and I acted.
 
   The guy twisted towards me, about to say something, but I didn’t give him the opportunity. I rounded my hand into a fist and struck it right into his jaw.
 
   He doubled back, and I followed the move up with another punch right to the side of his head.
 
   He dropped, eyes rolling back, head lolling to the side as his body fell limp and thumped against my boots.
 
   I shifted back, pulling my boots free, and immediately lurched down, snatching the device from his hand.
 
   I brought it up, assessed it for a few short seconds, then realized I could control it.
 
   I clenched my teeth together and sent out a silent prayer. On most Star Forces ships you required clearance to activate the transport beam. After all, you could do a lot of damage with a wayward matter transference laser.
 
   I just hoped with all the confusion no one would care when they saw an unregistered member of crew calling for a transport.
 
   I finished my silent prayer, digging my teeth so far and hard into my lips it was a surprise I didn’t bite through them.
 
   I activated the device, fingers flying over the controls. I just had the time to screw my eyes shut.
 
   Fortunately the transport device already had the blueprint of the Miracle loaded into its navigation maps. All I had to do was select the engineering bay and hope for the best.
 
   Suddenly light spilled around me, slamming into my form. It was almost enough to knock me off my feet. Then the tingling began. The strangest sensation you would ever experience. It felt like you were being torn apart and yet compressed into a point.
 
   Back in the old days when I’d first transported, I’d screamed every time. I’d opened my mouth and let my terror punch through my lungs in one continuous rattling cry.
 
   By the time I’d made it to lieutenant commander, I’d suppressed that urge. You had to smooth a blank expression over your face as you were split apart molecule by molecule.
 
   I tried to concentrate as best as one could as they were being broken apart from the inside.
 
   Alyssa. Alyssa. I had to get to Alyssa. Don’t ask me how, but I knew I was her last hope.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I was losing myself completely. Losing myself to the power.
 
   There was nothing left. No thoughts. No memories. Nothing. Just that gold light as it seeped further and further into my skin, stealing away my mind.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I arrived in main engineering. It was a mess. Chaos. Like a bomb had gone off.
 
   Technicians and engineers streamed from one side of the cavernous room to the other, barking orders at each other, some of them so shocked they looked as if they were ready to keel over.
 
   In that split second as I took in the scene I wondered if they knew the extent of the horrors that had been committed on this ship, of the terrible unforgivable things Professor Axis had done in the name of the Star Forces.
 
   Were they aware of it? Or was it only some faint rumor? Did they conveniently compartmentalize it away, rationalize it as a necessary evil in the struggle for continuous peace?
 
   I was the son of an admiral, and I’d been brought up to be a soldier. And all soldiers know that peace isn’t earned; it’s bought, often by those who are willing to sacrifice the most.
 
   So maybe that’s what they thought. The crew streaming around me – maybe they thought they were in a desperate and endless struggle for peace. The horrors being committed on this ship were worth it, because the sacrifice bought unrivalled peace. It brought security. It enabled the citizens of the Alliance to go about their lives with the knowledge their borders were safe and their resources secure.
 
   Or maybe they just didn’t give a damn, I thought as I finally materialized and jolted forward. A few technicians turned to watch me, but nobody did anything; they were all too consumed by their own tasks.
 
   I was in civilian clothes, sure, but they would just assume I was a member of the crew who’d been off duty and had been called into the fray after the red alert had blared.
 
   The only device I had was the transport initiator. As I flung myself at the nearest console, I tried to come up with a plan. Something. Anything to destroy this ship’s communications and shut down the engine. Not destroy, mind you, shut down. I couldn’t induce a critical cascade failure in the quantum cores – it would rip apart the Miracle and would probably render this entire sector as a dead zone.
 
   I didn’t know if I’d ever felt more tension in my life. Maybe when I’d first commanded the Godspeed, or maybe in my first real battle where I’d had to kill to survive.
 
   Still, this rigidity, this pressure, this goddamn responsibility was unlike anything I’d ever felt.
 
   “Hey, what are you doing over there?” someone asked as they shifted towards me.
 
   I jerked back, head twisting around as I faced him. “Checking the subfield containment on level 18. I just transported from there. We are worried about a breach,” I spat.
 
   The guy was so harassed looking that he shrugged. “Try the console over there,” he suggested, pointing to one a few meters by my side.
 
   “Thanks,” I stammered and waited for him to turn and rush away.
 
   I was playing a dangerous game here. All it would take was for one suspicious engineer to check my bio scans against the Miracle’s central database, and they’d realize I wasn’t a member of the crew at all. Or maybe I’d really run out of luck, and my father would swan in.
 
   Then again, I doubted he’d be anywhere near the action. He’d be safely ensconced on the bridge or maybe he’d already jettisoned in an escape pod.
 
   He wasn’t a coward. Far from it. I’d seen him face down death on multiple occasions. He seemed to get a kick out of impending destruction. But he also knew his worth to the Star Forces. And as he’d told me 1000 times before, a good soldier was a resource, but a great leader was irreplaceable. Great leaders, after all, won wars.
 
   I was no goddamn engineer. A fact that was rammed home as I tried to access the primary communications panel. I didn’t have the access privileges to do any damage. The original plan had been that both I and Alyssa would shut down the engines together with her telekinetic abilities. She would be able to tear through engineering like a hurricane. But she wasn’t here, and wherever she was, she needed my help. So I had to do something. Anything.
 
   “She’s on the move again,” someone screeched from my side. “She’s tearing through the structural supports of deck 15.”
 
   “We need to keep her on deck 15,” an ensign roared as she snapped her head to the left, checking on a panel beside her. “There’s primary life support on decks 10 through 13. We can’t let her destabilize the system.”
 
   “Hey you.” A guy who looked like he could be the Chief Engineer suddenly shifted on his boot and turned to me. “Who the hell are you?” His brow crumpled in suspicion.
 
   “I’m a transfer from the dig site,” I said. “I’m helping on the analysis of the archaeological find.”
 
   At first he did nothing, then he twisted his head back to the floating view screen before him. “You got any engineering experience?” he snapped.
 
   “Yes,” I lied.
 
   “Good. Grab a level X Mech suit from the supply room.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder and pointed towards the left.
 
   “Got it,” I snapped.
 
   “She’s trying to tear through the primary energy redistribution grid. If we don’t stop her, she’s going to cause a catastrophic meltdown in the cores, and we could lose the whole goddamn ship,” the Chief Engineer snapped. “Now move.”
 
   I shifted on my foot and ran in the direction he pointed.
 
   I made it to the store room. It was huge, down on a split-level. Every device you could think of was lined up along the walls. Mech suits ranging from the simple stuff you used to fix hull plating, to the truly sophisticated mechanized armor suits that were used to dredge out quantum cores.
 
   I quickly ascertained where the level X suits were, ran up to the technician in charge, and told him the Chief Engineer had ordered me to grab one.
 
   The guy didn’t ask a single question. I could see the fear swelling in his eyes, tightening every feature, shunting down into his neck and making every move jerky like a live wire snapping to and fro.
 
   I sprinted to the right suit and jumped inside, instantly letting out a hiss of relief.
 
   The chaos had turned to my advantage. Nobody had the wherewithal to check who I was. And now I was in this suit, I could finally do something.
 
   I let my hand settle over the primary controls. My eyes closed, and I clenched my teeth.
 
   It was time to end this.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   “Captain,” I asked with a trembling voice as I turned in my seat to face her. “We—” I began. Then I stopped; there was a sudden rapid beeping from the sensor panel to my side. I virtually threw myself off my seat as my fingers darted across the console and I accessed the information.
 
   “What is it?” the Captain snapped, voice reverberating around the bridge. “What is it?” she repeated when I didn’t answer within a nanosecond.
 
   “It’s… Christ,” my breath felt as if it had been punched from my throat.
 
   “What is it?” she snapped once more, so much tension playing through her tone she sounded like a recording that had been sped up.
 
   “We’re reading massive disruptions in the Miracle’s primary structures. It’s as if a black hole has opened up in the middle of the ship.”
 
   And maybe a black hole had. Alyssa.
 
   Before I knew what I was doing, I let out a cry of laughter. It was short, sharp, and left me breathless.
 
   “We can’t start celebrating yet,” the Captain warned in a snap. “I want to know exactly what’s going on with the Miracle.”
 
   I already knew what was happening.
 
   Revenge.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I didn’t know where I was and what I was doing. I tried to fight it. I honestly did. I tried to push back the confusion, but every time I succeeded, it returned stronger than before.
 
   It burnt through me, gushed through every vein as if it had replaced my blood entirely.
 
   Everything was a haze, a shadow, a dream. Just the power.
 
   At the back of my mind something screamed. Something told me I had to push forward. That I couldn’t let myself give up. Give up, and Axis would find some way of disabling me. And now he knew what I was capable of, he would never let me go again.
 
   He wouldn’t make the same mistake he had in my cell. He’d drug me, keep me unconscious until he was sure he knew exactly how to control me.
 
   It would be a life worse than death.
 
   No.
 
   No.
 
   I had to fight
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   “Just hold on. Just hold on,” I begged, sweaty hands still locked over the controls as I moved the mech down from its holding place. Several massive magnetic clamps undocked from its back, shifting into a recess in the wall with a pneumatic hiss.
 
   I paid no attention. Instead I hunched forward, bending over my controls, eyes locked open, watering as I stared at the tiny view screen lodged into the suit’s helmet.
 
   I hadn’t had much experience with mechanized armor suits. They weren’t often used in battle. They were too cumbersome. A man in a bodysuit was much more agile and could fit into spaces a mech wouldn’t be able to go near. Plus, if you wanted power over agility, you went for a cruiser’s main guns. Suits were primarily used for maintenance, to protect technicians from extremely inhospitable environments like the depths of space or the crushing gravity of engine cores.
 
   Still, this suit would suit me fine.
 
   Though I hadn’t picked up as many hours with mechs as I had on gliders, the controls came to me quickly.
 
   I maneuvered the suit out of the dock and onto the long large walkway that split the storage room in two.
 
   I thought, quickly coming up with a plan. I still had the transport device. I jerked my hands off the suit’s controls and grabbed the device from my pocket. I shifted my thumb over it, smoothing away the sweat that had collected there.
 
   I brought it up in the confines of the cramped suit and started programming it.
 
   It was goddamn risky to transport a real live human being wearing a mech suit. Sometimes the particle transfer could get confused and two would become one in the most horrible way imaginable. When you would re-materialize at your destination, you would be nothing more than a lump of blood-covered metal.
 
   I didn’t let that thought linger. I pushed it away as I finished programming the controls and said another goddamn silent prayer.
 
   I didn’t know if this would work, but it was the only thing I could do. I jammed my forefinger on the primary button of the transport device and hoped for the best.
 
   “What the hell?” the technician in charge screamed as he saw the transport beam lance through the wall.
 
   I screwed my eyes shut and clenched my teeth. Then I felt that tingling escape through my body. It sank right down into my bones.
 
   I opened my mouth, and I let out a scream, one that reverberated around and around my suit. It was cut short as the throat and mouth forming the scream were split apart.
 
   My destination was the primary communications hub.
 
   I didn’t have the technical prowess to shut down communications from engineering. And even if I slammed around in my mech suit, trying to destroy panels, I wouldn’t make it far before the Chief Engineer initiated an automatic override of my suit and forced me to ground to a halt.
 
   I had more chance in main communications. Hopefully with the chaos that was Alyssa tearing her way through the ship there wouldn’t be anybody present on that deck. Hopefully.
 
   Christ, everything was going to come down to hope.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I… my power… it was starting to wane. Maybe it was my broken mind or maybe I’d burnt through my new implants. But I was staggering, stumbling from one foot to another as I traversed through an empty room.
 
   I had no idea what it had been before I’d destroyed it. Maybe a mess hall, maybe quarters. It didn’t matter. Now it was just a lump of metal, great black swathes of cloud shifting around me as random clumps of warped objects were scattered at my feet.
 
   My concentration kept flitting in and out, as if I kept waking up from a deep sleep only to re-enter it a second later. It was… it was one of the most horrible experiences of my life. I was aware of the fear, but at the same time it felt far away. It felt as if I could easily ignore it and lull myself back to sleep.
 
   “No, you’re in danger,” I stuttered to myself. “Fight. You have to fight. You have to… disable… the ship.” I fell down on one knee, head jerking to the side, my hair fanning across my face, every strand caught in the updrafts of my power.
 
   When I’d first been fitted with telekinetic implants, I’d nearly torn my own head off. Axis hadn’t been expecting my power. From his preliminary scans he’d assumed I’d just be another mid-range warrior with the ability to conduct a crate in the air, but not much else.
 
   He’d left me in a small cell and given me the task of stopping a rudimentary drone. Every time I failed to stop the drone, it would zap me with a painful electric shock that would send me shuddering to my knees, my teeth chattering uncontrollably as my head jerked from side-to-side.
 
   I remembered it. The pain. The excruciating pain and the shock and fear at what was happening to me. Back then I’d still been able to remember my old life as Alyssa. That goddamn naive hope I’d had when I’d entered the Star Forces. That had made the fear worse, sharper, more palpable, like a nightmare that flooded my mind.
 
   I brought both hands up and clutched at my temples, driving my fingers hard into the flesh. “Stop, stop,” I begged, but there was no one to heed my call. No one to answer and no one to help.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   “What the hell is happening on that ship?” the Captain snapped, now so close to the primary view screens that the light reflecting off them pooled under her eyes.
 
   “The Miracle is still undergoing massive structural changes. We can’t tell exactly what’s happening. With those new shields she’s using, we can’t penetrate far enough to figure out what’s going on.”
 
   I watched the Captain swallow and pause. I knew she was thinking, and fast, trying to figure out what we could do.
 
   I swallowed again. It seemed all I could do was goddamn swallow. I hated feeling like this – so helpless. Nothing more than a witness. But I knew my place, and I knew my duty.
 
   I waited. We all waited.
 
   “Do long-range scans still confirm that the other four Star Forces vessels are still in orbit around Alpha 98?” she asked in a snap.
 
   I turned my head around quickly and processed the query. “Yes,” I snapped, turning and nodding at her. “They haven’t moved an inch.”
 
   The Captain clenched her teeth, forcing a hissing breath through them. “Then I suppose we have to make a decision…. It’s time to attack.”
 
   “Captain, but the Miracle’s communications systems are still intact.”
 
   “I know that,” she said, voice ringing with a somber note. “But I also know that whatever is happening on that ship, it’s got something to do with our crew, and they need our help.”
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I arrived in the primary communications center. Somehow my luck held and it was empty. There were a few abandoned devices scattered over the floor, and the heat sensors of my suit picked up traces of somebody’s lunch on one of the far benches.
 
   No hearts and bodies though. No witnesses.
 
   I flung myself forward. I was no engineer, as I’d already admitted, but this time I didn’t need to be.
 
   The primary controls were right before me. They would allow me access to the central antenna array, which was just beyond this room, lodged in a massive circular ball that jittered like an atom.
 
   Without a word but with a scream tearing from my parted lips, I threw myself forward. I balled up the hands of my mechanized suit and started pounding on the console, tearing through it, arms jerking from side-to-side.
 
   Suddenly alarms blared everywhere, cutting through the air, mixing with the continuous sound of the red alert.
 
   I ignored them all. I concentrated on tearing my way through the console and smashing it beyond recognition. Without it, the communications system was as good as dead, or at least for the meantime.
 
   I landed my final blow on the primary console, my massive mechanized fingers grabbing at a central bed of circuits and tearing them free, the live wires snapping and crackling around my gauntlets. With a twitch, I closed my hands around them, and the circuits were crushed, more sparks erupting everywhere and scattering over the floor.
 
   The category of mech suit I was wearing didn’t have any weapons, technically, but considering it was used to dredge out quantum cores I had access to a fine array of multi-fractal lasers.
 
   Bringing both my arms up and aligning them forward, I charged the lasers, aiming them at the meter-thick glass-reinforced wall that led to the communications array beyond.
 
   A few blasts through that glass and I’d do enough damage that it would take the Miracle a day or two to fix it. And they didn’t have a day or two.
 
   My laser charged just as I heard the door open from behind me.
 
   I didn’t shift; I held position long enough that I managed to get off a pulse from my laser cannon. It slammed into the reinforced glass and ate right through it.
 
   I activated my laser cannon again to charge it. The goddamn thing took at least 10 seconds between blasts to heat back up. On an ordinary mission, that would be gone in a heartbeat. Now it was a frigging eternity.
 
   I snapped my head from side-to-side, tracking three soldiers as they entered the room. They’d already erected a directional shield in front of the door.
 
   Two of them shunted forward, massive pulse rifles held in their arms. They lay down cover fire as the third one streamed towards me, a different kind of weapon held in his arms. I’d never seen it before. It was massive, and from the light pulsing along its girth, I could tell that whatever it was, it was powerful.
 
   While my mechanized suit was sturdy and designed for extraordinary pressure, I wasn’t dealing with idiots. Whatever gun that soldier held, I could bet it could tear through my suit in a single shot.
 
   My only option was to act and to act fast.
 
   Rather than shunt myself to the side and dodge, I slammed forward, punching one curled up fist into the floor.
 
   Due to the sheer strength of the suit, my fist sailed right through the metal until I reached the base of the inch-thick plating. I curled my fingers around it and yanked it backwards. It had the same effect as pulling the rug out from underneath someone’s feet.
 
   The oncoming soldier was pitched to the side, falling on his hip before he punched back to his feet.
 
   My 10 seconds was up, and as I jolted backwards, I took the opportunity to twist my body and take another shot at the now exposed central communications array. Despite everything, my aim was true, and the massive searing hot blast from my laser cannon sliced into the circular room, detonating against the far wall.
 
   A massive cloud of destruction spread out as the floor beneath my feet shook. The explosion was loud enough and large enough to buy me a few seconds to retreat as the soldiers picked themselves off their knees.
 
   One more shot. I needed one more shot.
 
   The soldier closest to me snapped to his feet and threw himself forward. He toted the gun and lifted it. As if in slow motion, I could see his hand tighten around the trigger.
 
   I acted without thinking. I shifted to the side and grabbed at the vent controls on the tiny dashboard of my mechanized suit. Like I’d said – I wasn’t that familiar with this category of mech suit, but I was familiar enough that I recognized the vent controls. And clearly some part of me was smart enough to realize that if I vented the deep pressurizing gas pack, it could buy me the time I needed.
 
   As I vented the system, that specialized gas erupted into the room, immediately reacting with the air and exploding.
 
   I ducked before it happened, throwing myself to the side, flattening my suit against the floor. I hadn’t vented all the gas, and there was just enough that the explosion didn’t obliterate my suit.
 
   The soldier who’d been on his feet tearing towards me with that specialized gun wasn’t as lucky, however. He wasn’t just thrown off his feet this time; he was catapulted across the other side of the room until he slammed into the far wall and dented it.
 
   This was it. This was it. My laser cannon had charged again.
 
   One more shot, I kept telling myself, one more shot.
 
   I flung myself forward, maneuvering until I faced the hole in the wall. My back was exposed and the other two soldiers were right behind me. Nonetheless I lined up the shot and took it.
 
   The laser lanced out from my hand cannon, slamming into the communications array just as I felt a hail of bullets slam into my back.
 
   I staggered to my knees, alarms blaring through my suit, ringing in my ears, making my teeth jitter in my skull.
 
   I held on. Somehow. I pivoted on my foot, the move so fast my heavy armored boot gouged out a hole in the floor.
 
   Then I threw myself at the soldiers.
 
   My armor held up. Barely.
 
   I reached them. With a roar splitting from my cracked lips, I grabbed the nearest one. Though he was wearing prototype armor of his own, this mech was massive.
 
   I bodily picked the guy up then twisted and threw him head first into the now burning remains of the communications array.
 
   His friend shunted backwards, strafing to the side as he peppered my suit with shots.
 
   More and more alarms blared inside my helmet, shrieking right in my ear.
 
   I ignored them, clenched my teeth, rounded my shoulder, and slammed right into him, knocking him clean off his feet.
 
   He skidded across the floor, dropping his gun.
 
   Instantly I was upon him, throwing myself forward with all the agility of a tiger.
 
   He got both hands around the helmet of my suit and tried to pull it off. I just rounded my shoulder and shoved it into him, rolling it back and forth as if I were trying to flatten him. I could hear his armor crunching underneath me.
 
   Another terrified angry cry ripped from my throat.
 
   He tried to shift out from underneath my weight.
 
   He couldn’t.
 
   But he wasn’t done yet. I knew suits like his could explode – could detonate should the wearer become desperate enough.
 
   I was determined not to give him the chance.
 
   So I reared back, collected one hand around his ankle, and picked him up. I threw him into the communications array along with his friend.
 
   The thing was on fire, every alarm you could imagine blaring through the room.
 
   I stared at that massive hole in the wall for half a second, then I turned, leaned down, grabbed up the gun the soldier had dropped, and continued forward.
 
   I wasn’t done yet.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   We attacked the Ra’xon, came punching out of the spatial anomaly and re-materialized into ordinary space.
 
   I expected all hell to break loose. I expected the Miracle to contact the Star Forces ships in orbit around Moon Alpha 98 in a nanosecond.
 
   While the others on the bridge were tasked with coordinating the attack, I’d been told to keep a constant lock on Alpha 98 and to inform the Captain when the other vessels joined the fray.
 
   I concentrated, sweat dripping down my brow, heart thundering through my chest, vibrating up and shifting hard into my jaw like a hammer pounding at the bone.
 
   The Ra’xon swept through space, slamming towards the Miracle.
 
   Immediately the Miracle backed away and started sending volley after volley at us.
 
   Clearly whatever was happening onboard wasn’t a sufficient disruption to stop that great ship from attacking.
 
   I clenched my teeth hard, swiveling my attention between my own console panels and the main view screen.
 
   I’d been in enough fights to know our odds. We were going to lose, but sure as hell we were going to take the Miracle with us.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I threw myself out of the room and into the hallway. Fortunately the primary communications hub was on one of the central decks, and the place was virtually deserted.
 
   I had to find some way to shut down the Miracle’s engines. Yet just as soon as I thought that, the floor suddenly lurched beneath me.
 
   I was still wearing my mech suit, or what was left of it. The elite forces soldiers had torn through it, and I’d had to permanently disable the warning alarms, lest I lose my hearing.
 
   The floor beneath my feet lurched again, and if it weren’t for the stabilizers in my suit, I would have pitched into the wall.
 
   Just as the words, “what the hell?” readied on my lips, I realized what was happening.
 
   An alert echoed over the ship-wide audio system.
 
   The Ra’xon was attacking.
 
   The Ra’xon!
 
   I threw myself forward, a massive smile digging its way across my cheeks and hard into my chin.
 
   We weren’t alone. The cavalry was finally here.
 
   I wasn’t out of the woods, though. I had to get to Alyssa. That feeling – that knowledge that something was wrong – it still welled within me, still threatened to pierce through my stomach and slice my spine in two.
 
   I followed the chaos. And the more I punched into the central decks of the ship, the more chaos there was.
 
   It was worse than any battle scene, far worse than any war. Destruction was everywhere. Plating torn from the walls, dancing circuits exposed as they crackled back and forth in the open air. Pools of semi-molten metal spread out at my feet, my armored boots splashing through them with every step. Only a handful of the lights dotted along the ceiling worked anymore, and the ones that remained flickered in and out like the dying light of a candle.
 
   Sweat now covered my brow, seeping down, collecting around my eyes and along my top lip.
 
   This suit was now so badly damaged its environmental controls were acting up.
 
   “Come on,” I begged through gritted teeth.
 
   Occasionally I came across sections that were completely impassable. Once wide-open corridors had been compressed, crushed as if a massive hand had wrapped around them and crumpled them with the ease of someone screwing up a piece of paper.
 
   My breath was hard in my chest, coming out in pants, covering the view screen of my suit in thick condensation.
 
   The battle between the Ra’xon and the Miracle raged on. The corridor kept pitching, lurching from side-to-side, my armor staggering with every step. I could hear explosions far off into the ship, too, pick them up with my suit’s on-board systems, feel the vibrations as they travelled out and reverberated through the floor.
 
   I hoped like hell we were winning.
 
   I tried to find out where Alyssa was by using the mech’s sensors.
 
   They wouldn’t work. It seemed the decks below and above me were impenetrable. There was so much spatial disturbance it was like trying to scan the inside of a black hole.
 
   I became rigid with fear, a sick, strange kind of fear, one that sank deep into my gut and threatened to pull me through the floor.
 
   Something had to be wrong. Massively wrong.
 
   I knew Alyssa was powerful – I’d seen it with my own eyes – but this… it… I could barely describe this level of destruction.
 
   That cold dread sank deeper and deeper into my gut.
 
   Finally I began to hear something. At first I couldn’t resolve the sound between the explosions filtering through the Miracle and above the pitching, whirring cry of the red alert klaxon.
 
   Then I figured out what it was.
 
   Someone was crying. Sobbing. Their pitching, gasping breaths filtering down the corridor.
 
   There was only one person it could be.
 
   I ran, ran as fast as my broken suit could allow. Pressure warnings erupted over what remained of my view screen, telling me I was losing integrity.
 
   Just as the sobbing became louder, just as I rounded a corner and saw an open room at the far end, my armor gave up completely. It let out a single beep, then stopped.
 
   It collapsed in on itself, one knee driving into the floor as a hand flattened beside it to stabilize the suit.
 
   “No,” I screamed. “No.” I balled up two fists and struck them into the controls, begging the machine to move.
 
   It didn’t.
 
   Fortunately it didn’t lock me inside. The hatch in front of the suit opened in a rush of gas, a loud pneumonic hiss splitting the air.
 
   I tumbled out, wrapping a hand around the mech so I didn’t fall flat on my face.
 
   Fortunately I could still breathe the air. Clearly the Miracle hadn’t gotten around to venting the atmosphere in this section.
 
   But it was acrid. It smelt like Hell itself. I immediately brought up a hand and pressed it against my mouth, coughing into the palm, digging my fingers as hard into my cheeks as I could as I tried to filter each breath through my fingers.
 
   At the end of the corridor inside that open room I saw a light. It was a distinct gold-yellow.
 
   The sobbing was louder now, more erratic, too. It was like a whirring engine about to die.
 
   I thrust forward, boots slipping against the shattered floor. With one arm pumping at my side and my other hand permanently collapsed over my face, I threw myself through the door.
 
   And that’s when I saw her.
 
   Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   I had no idea what the room had once been, but now it was a mess. It was completely and utterly destroyed. Banks of what could have been consoles were now warped shards of metal with clumps of live wires crackling within. Only one light worked, and it flickered on and off right above Alyssa’s head, lighting her up like a stage light.
 
   Not that she needed it. Her whole body was aglow. It was like she’d swallowed a star. Her skin burnt with such intensity I was sure it was going to scorch free from her bones.
 
   With one hand locked on the floor and another pressed against the wall beside her, she cried. Her hair was somehow longer, but rather than fan in front of her face, it played all around her cheeks, drifting up and down like feathers caught in an up draft.
 
   “Alyssa.” I threw myself into the room. But I couldn’t get far.
 
   The power rippling off her body burnt. It was like facing a real fire.
 
   I ground to a stop, grating my teeth together, balling a hand into a fist.
 
   She looked up, and that’s when I realized she didn’t look like herself any more. At least not like Ensign Jenks.
 
   Somehow her appearance had reverted to the footage I’d seen – the real Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   “Alyssa, Alyssa,” I said shifting closer to her. Down on one knee, hand pressing hard into the floor, I tilted my head to the side, my eyes as wide as they would go. “Alyssa,” I said, voice reverberating with a pleading note.
 
   She still knelt there before me, half of her body rigid, the other half loose. Her head was tilted to one side, her now long hair tipped messily over her shoulders. Here and there puffs of energy from her telekinetic implants pulsed up over her arms, catching the fine strands of her fringe and sending them playing against her forehead and cheeks.
 
   The light was starting to dim from her body, like a fire that was being extinguished.
 
   I shifted forward again. Slowly. I didn’t want to get too close. I couldn’t afford to. The nearer I got, the more the power cascading off her form singed my flesh. If I dared touch her – if I was stupid enough to follow through with the desire to reach a hand out and brush it against her face – I’d probably lose the arm. Instead I knelt there, now locking both hands onto the floor as I tilted closer and closer, as near as I dared.
 
   “Alyssa, it’s me: Nathan,” my voice shook.
 
   She jerked her head this way and that, as if she couldn’t track my voice.
 
   “It’s Nathan,” I said, “Nathan Shepherd.”
 
   She shifted back now, shivering.
 
   I watched the convulsions cross from her shoulders down to her feet. Instantly they reminded me of that moment in the Ra’xon’s corridors when she dropped at my feet. I remembered in excruciating detail cradling her body as she had a violent fit.
 
   Without realizing what I was doing, I reached a hand towards her, ignoring the pain that seared across my flesh.
 
   Instinctively she jolted back and fell down to her side, hair now collapsing over her face like a fan.
 
   Less and less energy was playing across her body, that distinct golden light dying out until it was little more than a faint glow.
 
   “Alyssa it’s me. You’re… you’re alright. Everything is going to be alright,” I lied.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Alyssa.” I shuffled further forward on my knees, the fabric of my pants snagging against the now uneven floor.
 
   “No, stay away,” she managed. “I… I can’t control myself.”
 
   It was the first time I’d heard her speak. Her voice sounded far off, the words broken, punctuated here and there by violent breaths, her chest punching against the now torn and singed fabric of her medical tunic.
 
   “Alyssa.” I drove my teeth hard into my lip, speaking around them as I tried to stifle the pain. Even though I was still a good two meters away from her and her light was starting to be extinguished, she was still producing enough energy that it felt as if my skin would blister and burn off. “Alyssa, just calm down. Focus on my voice,” I suddenly suggested. “Focus on my voice.”
 
   “I… Nathan… I just—”
 
   “Focus on my voice.”
 
   She drew still, slowly tilting her head up, opening her eyes wide as she stared at me.
 
   The seconds ticked into a minute until finally the last hint of gold light was gone from her eyes. Then for a single second she stared at me before she fell forward, body growing limp as she struck the floor, hair fanning out over her back and face.
 
   For a few heart pounding seconds, I did nothing. Then I tentatively stretched a hand forward, fingers trembling as I waited for the flesh to burn. When it didn’t, I took another hesitant shuffle forward and another until finally I realized the threat was gone.
 
   I threw myself at her, wrapping my arms around her body, pulling her up, her hair tumbling and catching across the fabric of my top.
 
   I thumbed her fringe from her face and checked on her. As I pressed the back of my hand against her soft lips, I realized she was breathing. In the exact same moment I realized I wasn’t. I let out a trapped breath, and it hissed and wheezed through my throat, echoing through this empty abandoned room.
 
   I did nothing but hold her, cradling her against my chest. Again it reminded me of my experience on the Ra’xon when I first discovered who she was. I remembered feeling so crushed in that moment, so confused, so torn. But I didn’t have the luxury of sitting here and reliving that memory.
 
   Though I knew the ship was still being attacked, I stole just a few more seconds sitting there with her in my arms.
 
   Then I acted.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   The battle was fraught.
 
   But at least we had a chance. Somehow, some goddamn how, the Miracle’s external communications system had been shut off just as we’d attacked.
 
   Maybe it was luck, maybe it was divine intervention, or maybe it was just Nathan Shepherd.
 
   As my fingers flew across my console, I managed a smile.
 
   Maybe we would live through today after all.
 
   “Increase power to forward shields,” the Captain snapped as she stood in the center of the room, her towering figure casting a long shadow.
 
   Everyone worked as one. Though this ship was still understaffed, it didn’t matter. Our motivation made up for the lack of extra hands.
 
   “How’s the engine holding up?” the Captain radioed the Chief.
 
   “All good down here. I can give you maximum output for another half an hour.”
 
   “We won’t need half an hour,” the Captain said simply.
 
   She was right.
 
   As the Ra’xon banked to the left and slammed the Miracle with another volley of ion pulses, it was becoming clearer and clearer who would win.
 
   Despite the fact the Miracle had never-before-seen shield technology, we had the advantage. We were larger, and we had the element of surprise.
 
   Plus, it appeared as if chaos itself had broken lose on the Miracle.
 
   Or maybe it was just Alyssa Nightingale.
 
   I smiled again. It was brief and sharp, but it was there.
 
   “Williams, update,” the Captain snapped.
 
   “Ships around Moon Alpha 98 have not changed position.”
 
   We were going to win.
 
   Oh god, we were actually going to win.
 
   The Captain presided over the battle, snapping orders.
 
   It felt good.
 
   This felt good. Not just attacking the Miracle, but doing something. Striking back against the Star Forces.
 
   We continued to work as one.
 
   At one point the Miracle used some kind of directed pulse beam on the Ra’xon, but our pilot managed to maneuver out of position just in time, and the slice of light sailed right past us into the dark vastness of space.
 
   “Bank around for the final volley. Ready phase torpedoes.”
 
   A pounding, exhilarating feeling spread through my chest.
 
   I looked up sharply.
 
   “Fire,” the Captain said, teeth pressing hard into her lips, the word harsh and loud as it rocketed from her throat.
 
   I watched as a spark of light erupted from the Ra’xon, slicing across space and erupting through the Miracle’s now debilitated shields.
 
   It slammed into their primary weapons array.
 
   An explosion erupted, billowing out into space in a puff of flame and shrapnel.
 
   The bridge waited as one.
 
   “A full hit. The Miracle’s weapons are disabled,” the tactical Chief said.
 
   Then we cheered.
 
   “It’s not over yet,” the Captain warned immediately. “Send a warning to the Miracle. Tell them to surrender.”
 
   The tension ratcheted up once more as we all turned and flung ourselves into our designated tasks.
 
   I kept snapping my head between my panel and the main view screen.
 
   Seconds felt like years as we waited for the Miracle to make the next move.
 
   “The Miracle’s external communications system has been disabled, but we’ve sent the message.” The communications officer turned sharply and nodded at the Captain. “I’ve told her to cease all non-essential processes, shutdown engines, and prepare to be boarded.”
 
   The Captain nodded.
 
   I… we’d done it.
 
   We’d done it.
 
   The resistance had won its first true battle.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   The feeling on the bridge was electric. In all my years of service both to the Star Forces and the resistance I’d never felt anything like it.
 
   I couldn’t wipe the stupid grin from my face, and had no intention of trying.
 
   Professor Axis was never going to do it again. Not to anyone else.
 
   “I can confirm the Miracle has shut down engines,” the communications officer said with a laugh ringing through his voice.
 
   The Captain nodded low. When she looked up, there was the barest hint of a smile crumpling her lips. “Inform them we’re going to take over their ship-wide audio. How long will it take to hack into their systems? I want to send a message to everyone on that ship.”
 
   “Now we’ve destroyed their shields… give me a minute,” the communications officer said haltingly as he threw himself into his task, gaze locked on the panel before him.
 
   We waited.
 
   “You’re on,” he said as he pointed to the Captain.
 
   “This is the Captain of the resistance ship the Ra’xon.” She stood in the center of the bridge, stance strong, head held high, that determined gaze flickering in her eyes. “We have defeated your vessel. You will be boarded. You will cooperate,” she stated flatly. She didn’t offer anything, didn’t tell them that if they cooperated no harm would come to them. No. She gave them a directive. Some people were born to lead, after all, and Captain H’agovan was one of them.
 
   She nodded at the communications officer, and the comm feed ended. “Prepare a boarding party. It’s time to see just how many secrets that ship can offer up.”
 
   She turned sharply on her foot and walked from the bridge.
 
   All eyes were on her, but all minds had skipped ahead to the Miracle. What would we find aboard?
 
   I turned back in my seat to face the view screen.
 
   My eyes widened.
 
   This was it.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Captain H’agovan’s message came out of nowhere. I wasn’t expecting it. Though the attack on the Miracle had clearly stopped, as the floor wasn’t lurching anymore, her message slammed me in the back of the head.
 
   And it made me smile. The move exploded over my lips, kinking hard into my chin and cheeks.
 
   “Did you hear that, Alyssa?” I still cradled her close. “We won. We won,” my voice shook and I made no move to hide it.
 
   She was still locked in my arms. She was weak. I had no idea what had happened to her, but whatever it was, it was starting to wane.
 
   She lifted her head to face me, her eyes taking a long time to focus. “… We won?”
 
   I nodded, one arm still wrapped around her back, another grin exploding across my face. “We won. We defeated the Miracle. It’s over,” I said clearly and directly as I looked right into her eyes.
 
   She held my gaze. A few seconds tumbled by, and I found myself swallowing.
 
   She slumped down again, head falling onto my chest.
 
   I brought up a hand and rested it gently over her back, fingers tangling in her hair.
 
   I’d gotten used to the way she looked before. But I knew, instinctively, it wouldn’t take any time to adjust to her new appearance. I didn’t want to say she was prettier, even though with her longer hair and brighter eyes most would have concluded that. To be honest, it didn’t matter how she looked anymore. Sometimes appearance gets washed away by experience, until how a person looks is irrelevant. It’s what they do. It’s what they do to you.
 
   I brought a hand up and rested it against the back of her head.
 
   She was breathing softly, chest pushing out against mine.
 
   Maybe I was kidding myself, but it felt as if she was getting stronger.
 
   “… Should we… do something? Is it safe here?”
 
   “It’s fine. The Captain won’t mess around. She’ll board this ship immediately. We can… we can just stay here.” I let my hand travel softly down the back of her head as I brushed some of the tangles from her hair and the dust and shards of metal that had settled there.
 
   “… Thank you,” she suddenly managed.
 
   With her head rested against my chest it felt as if she spoke right into my heart. I felt her words vibrate through my chest.
 
   It took me a moment to answer. Then a smile spread slowly across my lips. “You’re welcome. But we should be thanking you. If you hadn’t… attacked this ship, the Ra’xon probably wouldn’t have been able to defeat the Miracle.”
 
   “I… I didn’t know what I was doing,” she admitted. Though there was a far-off note to her voice, it was also filled with fragility. It shook so badly I was terrified she would lose consciousness.
 
   “Alyssa, Alyssa? It’s okay.” I ducked my head down until I saw her face.
 
   She blinked languidly, but managed a smile. “How is it okay? I… I didn’t know what I was doing.”
 
   I swallowed, a rush of nerves cascading down my back and making every hair stand on end. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Professor Axis gave me new implants,” she said through a swallow, throat pushing hard against my arm.
 
   “He gave you what?” Fear stabbed through my heart.
 
   “He captured me. Knocked me out, took me back to my cell,” I could feel as she clenched her teeth and spat that word. “He gave me new implants and threatened that he could control me… and….”
 
   I could feel her start to tire again.
 
   I wrapped my arms harder around her back. “Alyssa, it’s alright. Just rest. Just rest. Help is on the way. Help’s on the way.”
 
   “He gave me new implants,” she said anyway. “They’re… they’re so strong. I can’t… control myself.”
 
   I stiffened. Every muscle from my feet all the way up to my neck suddenly became as rigid as a sheet of steel.
 
   “Nathan, I’m so scared,” she admitted.
 
   It was the first time I’d heard her say anything like that. Despite everything that had happened to Alyssa Nightingale, she always appeared so strong.
 
   Now I realized how weak she truly was.
 
   Naturally, instinctively, I wrapped my arms harder around her back, drawing her close. “It’ll be okay,” I promised weakly. “Alyssa, everything is going to be okay,” I said with more determination.
 
   “I hope you’re right,” she managed. Then Alyssa Nightingale lost consciousness.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   What happened next happened quickly.
 
   The Captain wasted no time organizing a boarding party.
 
   I wanted to be on it. I begged to be on it, but she denied my request. Said I’d lost my objectivity long before the battle had begun.
 
   It wasn’t fair.
 
   I wanted to see him. Had to see him. Axis.
 
   Finally under our control.
 
   I didn’t care about the Miracle. It was a ship. And as for its technology, it would help the resistance, but it wasn’t the same as Axis.
 
   I would abandon everything if I could get my hands on that man.
 
   …
 
   Dig site, Mari Sector
 
   It had been a couple of hours since anyone had received word from the Miracle.
 
   Due to the growing hazards on this moon, she’d pulled further back into the sector. But several times a day she radioed in to check on progress.
 
   It had been over six hours now. The other ships protecting the dig site had tried contacting her, but it seemed as if her communications were down.
 
   More bad news.
 
   Everyone attending that dig site knew the risks, knew the costs, and knew what was waiting if they could just pull through.
 
   The level of technology beyond the wall would be astronomical, unimaginable. It would eclipse everything else in existence. From the pirates to the resistance, to the enemies at the Alliance’s border – no one would have a chance.
 
   Greed pushed them on, but fear wasn’t too far behind.
 
   More… accidents were happening.
 
   Mangled bodies of crew who hadn’t been careful enough.
 
   There was a general feeling of nervous tension that jumped between everyone like sparks.
 
   Even the elite forces soldiers weren’t immune. Though they all wore their faceless black armor, you could see it there – the fear, in every movement and every snapped word.
 
   The longer they spent on this moon, the worse the fear became. It climbed up people’s backs, it sank deep into their hearts.
 
   There was a… presence behind that wall. It was more than metal.
 
   And that presence reached out, beckoning them forward.
 
   It seemed something was beginning to stir….
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   God, it was over. The danger, at least. Everything else was just about to begin.
 
   It didn’t take long for the boarding party to find us. All they had to do was follow the destruction.
 
   I immediately had Alyssa transferred over to the Ra’xon to receive medical attention. Scans appeared to suggest she was stable, but I wouldn’t relax until the Doc gave her the all clear.
 
   Axis… had done something to her. I still remembered her fear as she’d looked up into my eyes and told me he’d given her new implants.
 
   Those very same implants had done this. This astronomical damage. It was on a level I could barely comprehend. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact somebody had done this. Not a gun, not a cruiser – a person.
 
   Alyssa.
 
   My mouth felt as if it were permanently dry, as if I’d swallowed a desert planet. My stomach was clenched, too.
 
   The Ra’xon’s security team were quick and efficient in locking down the Miracle and rounding up the crew.
 
   It didn’t take too long until I found myself on the bridge.
 
   I’d seen it elsewhere on the ship, but up here it was undeniable – the Miracle was light-years beyond any other ship in the fleet. Its technology was dumbfounding.
 
   That dry mouth of mine got drier and drier until I could hardly swallow.
 
   I couldn’t deny the fact I was relieved. We’d won. We’d beaten the goddamn Miracle.
 
   Yet that uneasy feeling was still gathering in my gut like a growing storm.
 
   The Captain had stayed aboard the Ra’xon, and as I was her second-in-command, that meant I was now leading the boarding party on the Miracle.
 
   It was my responsibility to question the high level crew and mop up this mess.
 
   First things first, I went through the crew complement, and quickly discovered that some had managed to escape.
 
   The Captain of the Miracle was amongst them. My father wasn’t.
 
   My father had been taken to the brig.
 
   Just thinking about that made my stomach curdle.
 
   I hadn’t forgotten what he’d told me. The Elogian Factions were the puppet masters behind the resistance….
 
   Every time I remembered that, my stomach clenched tighter and tighter as if I were trying to pulverize steel.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander,” I received a sudden communication from the Captain. I’d been provided with a communications PIP by the boarding party, and despite the fact the Miracle’s external communications system was off-line, her shields were down, and the Ra’xon could transmit messages just fine.
 
   “Yes, Captain?”
 
   “Have you secured the high-level targets yet?”
 
   “The Captain has somehow escaped. My… father,” I managed, only capable of spitting the word out as I clenched my teeth, “is in the brig.”
 
   “And Axis?” someone asked. It wasn’t the Captain. It was Williams. And I could tell from the snapped, urgent nature of her interruption that she’d spoken right over the Captain.
 
   I let my gaze drift back to the crew complement.
 
   I’d been looking for Axis for the past five minutes.
 
   I’d scanned the ship and rescanned it.
 
   It was time to admit he wasn’t onboard.
 
   “Nathan,” Williams snapped. “Where’s Professor Axis?”
 
   “Lieutenant Williams,” I heard the Captain reprimand.
 
   “It is… I just… Nathan, tell me he’s still onboard.”
 
   I felt sick. I looked down at my hands and shook my head, even though she couldn’t see me.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander,” the Captain pressed, “is he aboard?”
 
   “No,” I managed.
 
   I couldn’t see Williams’ face, but I knew how she’d be feeling. How crushed she’d be. She’d sacrificed everything to get him.
 
   Now he’d escaped.
 
   “That is regrettable,” the Captain said, tone neutral. “Still, this mission was a success.”
 
   “Any update on Alyssa?” I asked immediately.
 
   “The CMO has stabilized her. It doesn’t appear she is injured. Just fatigued.”
 
   I nodded, neck stiff. I wanted to ask more about what was happening with her implants, but realized this was a question for later.
 
   I balled my hands together and tapped my knuckles against the smooth white-blue console before me. “It’s gonna take us a while to overhaul this ship,” I got back to business. “Our main priority should be getting the engines online and securing the command codes so we can move her. The Star Forces are going to throw everything they have at us.”
 
   “I concur.”
 
   “Is there any indication the Miracle managed to send off a distress call?”
 
   “No. The four Star Forces ships in orbit around Moon Alpha 98 have not moved.”
 
   I let out a sigh, feeling it reverberate through my chest. “That’s good news. Still… we aren’t out of the woods yet.”
 
   “Indeed. Your first order of operations should be to question senior staff.”
 
   I swallowed. Hard. It was a surprise my neck muscles didn’t spring out and snap across the floor. “I… understand,” I managed. It wasn’t what I wanted to say. I wanted the Captain to repeat her order, I wanted to ask if she was serious. If she wanted me to question my own goddamn father.
 
   I… wouldn’t be effective. He knew me too well. I’d been hiding from my father for too many years.
 
   “I believe in your abilities,” the Captain said succinctly. “Report if you have any information. I have already sent the Chief Engineer over to start work on the Miracle’s engines and command codes. You will lead all operations on the Miracle.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Good luck, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   With that, the communication ended.
 
   I stood there, tapping my knuckles on the console, listening to the hollow ring as it echoed around the expansive bridge.
 
   Finally I took a step back, jerking my head around as I swiveled and faced the doors.
 
   … Question my father.
 
   I winced, and pushed forward.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   “How’s the pain?” the CMO asked as she shifted forward and scanned me.
 
   “It’s getting better.”
 
   “The headache?”
 
   “Still there.”
 
   I watched her press her lips together, frown, and type something on her matter scanner.
 
   I… couldn’t believe I was here. Alive. Sane.
 
   As I’d smashed my way through the middle of the Miracle, I’d honestly thought it would be the end. That I’d die in a fiery ball of power as the implants consumed my mind like an explosion.
 
   I brought up a hand, closed my eyes, and pressed my fingers across my eyelids.
 
   “You must be tired,” the CMO said as she took a step back.
 
   I shook my head, locking my hand against the side of my face, letting my thumb trace along the line of my jaw.
 
   I must have had a distracted look, because the CMO dipped her head down and gazed at me. “We’re all thankful for what you did, Alyssa.”
 
   I looked up slowly. “I can’t even remember what I did. These implants…” I clenched my teeth hard.
 
   “I’m looking into them. I’ve taken as many scans as I can, but they’re shielded. It’s going to take a while to penetrate their defenses. But don’t give up hope,” she countered quickly, a serious look in her eyes, “we’ve captured the Miracle. There will be technology on-board that will be able to help you. Don’t give up hope,” she counseled once more.
 
   I nodded, pressing my lips together.
 
   I’d already given up hope so many times in my life that I knew even if you abandoned it, it would always come back.
 
   I’d thought I would die on the Miracle, then Shepherd had come along. And he’d….
 
   I let out a sigh.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll catch him.” The CMO nodded sharply.
 
   She thought I was sighing about Axis.
 
   I wasn’t.
 
   It didn’t surprise me that Axis had fled the Miracle. He was not the kind of man to go down with his ship. He would never give up fighting.
 
   Plus, it wouldn’t be so easy to capture him. Nor should it be. He was one of the greatest minds in the Milky Way.
 
   Everyone else was surprised and disappointed he’d escaped. But to me… it kind of felt right. I’d always known I’d have to try harder to defeat him. My final battle with Axis would not be fought and won in a few precious minutes.
 
   “… Is there any news on,” I swallowed, gathering my courage, “Shepherd?”
 
   “He’s leading the team over on the Miracle. It’s going to take a long time to get that ship under control.”
 
   I nodded, hiding my disappointment.
 
   I wanted to see him. I could admit that to myself.
 
   I brought my hands up and stared at them, turning them over, gazing at every line and whorl.
 
   I wanted to thank him. He hadn’t just saved me from the Miracle; he’d save me from myself.
 
   I could still feel the shadow of his arms wrapped around my back.
 
   I wanted….
 
   To thank him.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I was dog tired. I’d had to take some stims just to keep my eyes open.
 
   I’d left questioning my father until last. Until I was sure there would be no more security threats aboard the Miracle.
 
   Now I stood outside of the cell door, heart hammering in my chest, hands sweaty, eyes wide.
 
   I could see myself in a reflection off to my side.
 
   I looked like hell. No, worse – a terrified little boy. While my face looked haggard from fatigue and shock, my expression was that of a terrified kid.
 
   My father always made me feel small.
 
   I blinked my eyes closed, grated my teeth back and forth, then walked towards the door.
 
   It opened.
 
   There he was on the other side of the room, locked behind a large level III containment shield. The force field was orange, and it sent a flickering light crackling over his expression. Which was blank. His body language was easy going, too. It gave nothing away.
 
   He sat with his hands clasped in his lap, his legs resting easily over the side of the long plain bench cut against the wall.
 
   “Son,” he said as I entered.
 
   I stiffened. “I thought we weren’t allowed to acknowledge our relationship while we were on duty?”
 
   He smiled. It was a slow move. I swore I could see every single muscle in his neck and cheeks contract as his lips pulled wide over his teeth. “Neither of us are on duty anymore, are we?”
 
   “I thought Star Forces soldiers were permanently on duty? Permanently serving the Alliance? Even behind enemy lines.”
 
   He didn’t answer. Instead I saw him analyze me, those clear eyes darting over my form.
 
   I hated this feeling. This feeling that I was being watched. And more than that, judged. Every time I was judged by my father, I came up lacking.
 
   My stomach clenched again, a rigid tension driving deep into my gut.
 
   I took a quick step forward. My fingers were tingling, and I had to clutch them hard behind my back to chase that unpleasant sensation away.
 
   “What do you want to know, son?” my father asked as I approached. “You’re here to interrogate me, aren’t you?”
 
   I didn’t respond. Instead I stared at him.
 
   He hadn’t aged much. These days humans often lived well into their 200s.
 
   He looked almost exactly the same as the man who’d haunted my childhood. Piercing blue eyes, a black well-kempt beard, and a strong powerful build that matched his personality to a T.
 
   “What do you want to know?” he prompted again.
 
   “Did the Miracle manage to get off a distress call?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you lying?”
 
   “Why would I lie to you, son?”
 
   My jaw locked with tension. He was playing me. God, he was playing me.
 
   Not for the first time, I realized I wasn’t the right man for this job. My father could see right through me.
 
   Still, there was no one else. And to be honest, I wouldn’t allow anyone else to endure this.
 
   He was my old man; he was my responsibility.
 
   I took another snapped step towards that flickering orange force field. It played over my uniform. My Star Forces uniform. I’d changed into it because it was more appropriate than my civilian clothes.
 
   I saw my father’s eyes lock on it, zeroing in on the collar and my command pips. “I’m sorry I missed the day you were promoted, son. I would have liked to have seen it.”
 
   He didn’t ask me why I was wearing my uniform. That would be too easy.
 
   I made no movement. Not a single twitch. “Where’s Professor Axis?”
 
   “He used the long-range transporter. The Captain did the same.”
 
   “Where did they go? The moon?”
 
   He shook his head. “He accessed an escape ship waiting in subspace.”
 
   “The Ra’xon picked up no such ship.”
 
   “And?” He crossed his arms. “That surprises you? The Miracle possesses technology beyond anything the rest of the fleet has seen.”
 
   “If you’re lying—”
 
   He brought his hands up. “As I said before, why would I lie?”
 
   “You know it’s treason to share information with an enemy of the Alliance, don’t you?”
 
   “Thank you for reminding me,” he said simply.
 
   From his expression to his stance, he was calm. I knew instinctively that if I brought up a bio scanner, his blood pressure, heart rate, and breathing rate would all be normal, too. Because this wasn’t an act. He really was nonchalant.
 
   He’d been captured by the resistance, and he didn’t care.
 
   He was a psychopath.
 
   I ground my fingers hard into my palms.
 
   I watched his gaze flick down from my shoulders to my hands, then back to my face. “This is hard on you, isn’t it, Nathan?”
 
   “I’m doing just fine.”
 
   “Are you? Have you thought more about what I told you?”
 
   I twitched. Goddammit, I shouldn’t have twitched, but I couldn’t control myself.
 
   Maybe he smiled under the girth of his black bushy beard. I couldn’t see, but his eyes widened with mirth.
 
   “Tell me about Moon Alpha 98,” I demanded, changing track, needing to control this conversation if only for a second.
 
   “It is of archaeological significance,” he answered simply.
 
   “What’s down there? What are the Star Forces trying to hide? What are they willing to kill for?” my voice reverberated on the word kill.
 
   I hadn’t forgotten Weatherby. Never would.
 
   I was determined to find out what had happened to him and his crew.
 
   My father paused. I wouldn’t call it hesitating, because his expression was still one of perfect control. Maybe he was trying to ratchet up the tension.
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “That moon possesses an archaeological site belonging to an ancient race known only as the Forgotten.”
 
   My expression soured, lips crumpling as my brow compressed into my fringe. “The Forgotten?” A cascade of nerves travelled up my back as I whispered that name.
 
   I’d never heard of it before… but… it still terrified me.
 
   “As far as we can tell, they were active in this sector and much of the Milky Way approximately 200,000 years ago.”
 
   “200,000 years ago?” I repeated, incredulous. “There were no galactic civilizations at that time. No single race had achieved beyond light travel.”
 
   “Yes, that is the standard belief.”
 
   “And you’re telling me it’s wrong, are you?” My incredulity gave way to fear. My heart started to beat harder in my chest. I could feel its reverberations travel deep into my hands and feet as I crossed my arms and stared at my father.
 
   “Yes,” he answered simply. “The Forgotten, as far as we can tell, rose to galactic significance approximately 500,000 years ago.”
 
   I choked. “500,000 years ago? That’s ridiculous.” Again, I could no longer muster incredulity – just that growing fear. It tightened my chest, wrapped around and around my back.
 
   My father leaned forward in his seat, hands unwrapping slowly from around his chest as he rested them easily on his knees. While his posture was loose, the look in his eyes… it was electric. “There’s a lot you don’t know, son.”
 
   “This… is impossible.”
 
   “Why would it be impossible?”
 
   “500,000 years ago there was no race developed enough to build an autonomous vehicle, let alone travel to the stars. The very idea that there could have been a galactic Empire back then… is preposterous.”
 
   “A good scientist knows that anything is possible.”
 
   I sneered at him. “Stop wasting my time. What’s down on that moon?”
 
   “A wall.”
 
   “Sorry?” His admission threw me.
 
   “A wall. Belonging to the Forgotten.”
 
   I wanted to snap at him to stop it, but couldn’t.
 
   Alyssa had mentioned a wall to the CMO. Apparently Axis had talked to her about it. He wanted her to open it with her implants. In fact, that’s why he’d upgraded them.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   He watched me keenly. “You’ve heard about it, haven’t you? Wait till you see it, son. It will take your breath away.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s a wall.”
 
   “Stop wasting my time.”
 
   “Start asking intelligent questions.”
 
   “Why would you be willing to sacrifice so much, why would you be willing to kill so many people,” I spoke through clenched teeth, “for a goddamn wall?”
 
   “Because we are interested in what is behind it,” his voice dropped, bottomed out.
 
   I shivered. “What’s behind it?”
 
   He smiled. I couldn’t say it was a move full of mirth, nor cold victory. It was… it left me feeling sick.
 
   I took a step back before I knew what I was doing, ducking away like a man dodging an impending blow. “I don’t get it. If you’re so interested in what’s behind the wall, why don’t you just blow it up?”
 
   “It is made of an intelligent metal that can absorb the force of most explosions. Believe you me, son, we tried every option to open it.”
 
   “So next you’re going to try Alyssa, ha?” I couldn’t control my voice as I said her name. Nor my heart. It beat harder in my chest, hammering away like a fist knocking on a door.
 
   “Alyssa?” he asked, as if he didn’t know who she was.
 
   “Alyssa Nightingale,” I could barely shift my jaw. It felt like someone had cemented it in place. “The woman who tore through this ship. “
 
   “Ah,” mock recognition flooded over his expression, “Subject Omega.”
 
   “She has a name – use it.”
 
   “She has a destiny, too.”
 
   “She was just an ordinary person before you…” I couldn’t finish my sentence. Too much rage boiled in my gut. It felt as if I was starting to digest myself.
 
   “There was never anything ordinary about her. She possessed a peculiar biology that allowed her to interact with the Forgotten implants.”
 
   I shook my head, incapable of keeping up. “What?”
 
   “Subject Omega – Alyssa Nightingale, as you call her – possesses a never-before-seen capability to interact with Forgotten implants.”
 
   “Forgotten implants?” I shook. I made no move to hide it, either. It would have been like trying to disguise a mountain behind a mole hill.
 
   “Haven’t you ever wondered where the technology for those implants came from? Why, it came from the same race behind the archaeological site on Moon Alpha 98,” he spoke calmly and directly, as if we were engaging in nothing more than an intellectual debate.
 
   “That’s… impossible.”
 
   “I told you, son – nothing is impossible. Professor Axis has made his career out of obtaining Forgotten technology and adapting it to the Alliance’s needs. He worked on the telekinetic project, also known as the Farsight Program, for 50 years before Alyssa came along. He’d always been looking for a subject who integrated with the implants as well as she did.”
 
   “… No.”
 
   “Yes. And that’s why the Miracle is currently in this sector. Professor Axis wants to be the first one to access the technology behind that wall. It will represent a cache larger than any we’ve ever seen. It will further solidify the Star Forces’ superiority in the galaxy.” Considering the subject matter, I expected my father to speak with fervor, expected his eyes to grow wide with patriotic pride. They didn’t. He spoke easily and calmly, no sign of tension anywhere on his body or in his tone.
 
   “I—”
 
   “You don’t believe me, son? You will,” he promised ominously. “Give it time. You will. And don’t you worry – I’ll accept you back. You’ll always be my son.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Dig site, Mari Sector
 
   Something was happening.
 
   The geological disturbances at the dig site were increasing in intensity. It felt like the very ground was ready to split in half.
 
   Fear ran through the camp, catching from heart-to-heart like a spark igniting through a canopy.
 
   Something wasn’t right. Everyone knew that now.
 
   More and more corpses appeared on the surface of the moon – scientists and soldiers whose bodies had been mangled by them.
 
   The creatures.
 
   They tried to travel in groups. It didn’t work.
 
   The intensity of the attacks was getting worse.
 
   Something… something was waking up.
 
   It was time to call for help.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   “Captain, they’re moving,” I said, voice pitching high as terror punched through my heart.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The four ships around the moon. They’re moving. I… I think they’ve been trying to contact the Miracle and haven’t got a response.”
 
   I turned in my chair, twisting right around, neck at a painful angle as I stared at the Captain.
 
   She sat in her seat, hands clasped around the armrests, her expression unreadable.
 
   Slowly she pulled back her stiff lips. “It’s time for another fight. Prepare battle stations. Get me the Miracle on the line.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I received a call when I was still standing there, interrogating my father. Though interrogating was a generous term. I had no control here. Not a scrap.
 
   As my comm PIP beeped, I jolted backwards, as if I’d been hit.
 
   I slammed a hand against it, cleared my throat, and swallowed my nerve. “Yes?”
 
   “Prepare for attack, Lieutenant Commander. Those four ships are on the move. The Ra’xon is moving to intercept.”
 
   I felt cold. Cold through and through.
 
   I heard my father shift forward, and I jerked my head around to watch him.
 
   His expression hadn’t changed.
 
   He looked calmer than ever.
 
   There was a possibility he was about to be rescued, and he didn’t seem to care. In fact, he brought up a hand and started cleaning under his nails methodically, one after another.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander?” the Captain prompted.
 
   “On it. What do you want the Miracle to do?”
 
   “I’ve already contacted the Chief. She’s managed to regain basic engine control. Though we haven’t cracked the Miracle’s command codes yet, she’s confident she can bypass them for now.”
 
   “What are you thinking? Are you going to bring us into the fray?” I asked, my pitching voice revealing just how I felt about that option.
 
   “Yes. You won’t be able to do much, as your weapons array has been disabled. However, the Chief has managed to restore basic shield control. You will be able to provide the Ra’xon with support.”
 
   “That’s a hell of a risk,” I said, incapable of holding myself back.
 
   “Yes. But there is no other way. I want you back on the bridge of the Miracle, coordinating the attack.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “How’s your interrogation of the Miracle’s senior staff progressing?”
 
   I looked back at my father. We made eye contact briefly. “Don’t ask,” I managed as I turned hard on my foot and ran from the room.
 
   I could feel his eyes on the back of my neck.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I heard the red alert blare through the Ra’xon.
 
   I stiffened immediately. It felt as if my weary body could take no more, as if another attack would kill me.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked the CMO as she rushed past.
 
   She stopped, boots skidding against the polished floor. “We’re about to engage those four Star Forces vessels around the moon.”
 
   I paled.
 
   “Don’t worry. We’ve got a chance. The Miracle’s right behind us. She’s got no weapons, but she’s got shields. We’ll be fine.” She darted away.
 
   Leaving me alone.
 
   I sat on the edge of my hospital bed, gut a churning mess. I hunched forward, head dropping, hair slicing over my knees.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut.
 
   I felt them.
 
   My implants.
 
   Worse than that, the desire to switch them back on. To see what I could do.
 
   Despite what they’d done to me, I still… wanted to use them. Not because I was a glutton for power, but because I just couldn’t sit here and do nothing.
 
   The CMO was being overly optimistic. Even with the Miracle, this would be a close fight. The Star Forces would be desperate to get their heavy cruisers back.
 
   I clenched my teeth and found myself rocking back and forth, tense muscles contracting and crunching as I rolled them against the hard edge of the medical table.
 
   It seemed we were out of the frying pan and into the fire.
 
   Again.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   “Two minutes until we intercept.”
 
   The pressure on the bridge was unimaginable. It was such a stark contrast compared to the ebullient mood when we defeated the Miracle.
 
   While the Ra’xon had sustained minimal damage during its fight with the Miracle, we had less crew now. We were also missing the Chief Engineer, one of our most valuable assets. Nobody knew the engine systems like she did.
 
   Tension welled in my gut, feeling like a stone as it pushed me through my chair.
 
   “We need to come out punching,” the Captain warned. “We have to concentrate our attack on the main scout vessel. It has the most maneuverability. We can’t allow it to hem us in.”
 
   I turned back to my task.
 
   I wanted to pray that this would work, but I knew praying wouldn’t save our skins.
 
   So I hunched over my console, fingers darting like frantic spiders, sweat slicking my brow.
 
   This would be the fight of our lives.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   “Chief, are you sure we can do this?” I pressed two sweaty fingers into my brow, digging them hard into the flesh.
 
   “Don’t ask me that. You don’t want to know the answer.”
 
   “Chief?” my voice pitched with concern.
 
   “Shepherd, relax. We wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t think it was a good idea. But no, I can’t offer you any guarantees. It’s taking a long time to wrap my head around this ship’s engines. But I think… I think I know enough to keep her steady.”
 
   I shook my head. I was on the bridge, alone. We didn’t have the command codes for the Miracle. There was nothing much I could do but access basic systems.
 
   Propulsion and shields would be controlled in engineering.
 
   I was just here to… what, watch over the crew? Send them good vibes? Pray that this would work out, even though it was goddamn impossible?
 
   My stomach lurched with nerves. It felt like I’d swallowed a bomb.
 
   I watched the view screen. We had enough control to set it so it showed the section of space directly in front of the Miracle.
 
   The Ra’xon was before us, leading us forward.
 
   She was a mighty ship. You didn’t really appreciate that when you were inside. But now I was watching the Ra’xon on the screen, I could appreciate how magnificent she was. Massive, a testament to technological advancement.
 
   That thought reminded me of what he’d said. That alien race my father had mentioned – the Forgotten.
 
   It was impossible that they’d been a galactic Empire 500,000 years ago, a time when archaic humans still roamed the Earth.
 
   Inconceivable, I repeated to myself. But even as I tried to convince myself of that fact, I couldn’t push away the doubt.
 
   My father had appeared to be telling the truth. And I certainly couldn’t deny that there was something down on that moon that had captured the attention of the Star Forces, Axis included.
 
   My thoughts lurched from memory to memory, and every time I closed my eyes I saw the destruction Alyssa had meted out on the Miracle.
 
   … Did it make sense that a power like that could have originated with a long-forgotten, long-dead race?
 
   No. Of course it didn’t. If a race that powerful had existed, there’d be evidence of them. More dig sites, legends – something.
 
   … Or would there be? The Star Forces were good at keeping secrets.
 
   I had to push those thoughts from my mind. I had to concentrate on the battle.
 
   A proximity sensor beeped on the panel to my side. I flicked my gaze over to it.
 
   I knew what it meant.
 
   Two seconds later, we slipped back into normal space.
 
   We arrived at our destination.
 
   The battle.
 
   It felt weird presiding over a bridge that couldn’t do anything. All those shiny panels, all those weapons consoles, propulsion, communications, navigation – and nothing I could do but stand there.
 
   “Shields are up,” the Chief snapped, her voice reverberating through the audio system of the bridge and echoing all around me.
 
   I heard her cheer, as if she was surprised she’d been able to do it.
 
   I kept my eyes locked on the view screens.
 
   The Ra’xon was right in front of us. All of a sudden the Miracle’s shields scooped around both ships, this glittering line of blue slicing through the black depths of space.
 
   The Chief whooped with relief.
 
   “The battle isn’t won yet,” I warned. “How hard is it going to be to maintain the Miracle’s shields at this output?”
 
   “We’ve got about 20 minutes.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “A core malfunction. A serious one.”
 
   I closed my eyes and winced.
 
   When I opened them, the battle began.
 
   Those four Star Forces ships swept around the Ra’xon like a pack of wild wolves. They started peppering her with blasts. Bright light flashed across the view screen. Ion cannons, pulse beams, even phase torpedoes.
 
   Those four ships were smaller than the Ra’xon, but Christ, they were armed to the teeth.
 
   “Is there any chance we’ve got any weapons at all?” I asked, voice snapped.
 
   “None. Our array was completely destroyed.”
 
   I swore.
 
   “Now stop distracting me,” the Chief ordered.
 
   I felt completely useless as I stood there and watched. My heart pounded in time with every shot, but that was it.
 
   I couldn’t do anything.
 
   Or could I?
 
   “Is my shuttle still in the Miracle’s hangar bay?”
 
   “I thought I told you to stop bothering me. But yeah, it is. Why?”
 
   “It’s time for me to do something.”
 
   “That shuttle is pretty small, Lieutenant Commander.”
 
   “But she’s maneuverable.” I twisted on my foot, racing for the door.
 
   The Captain wanted me on the bridge. But there was nothing I could do here.
 
   With the controls of that shuttle at my fingertips, everything would change.
 
   This was risky, but you had to risk in order to win, right?
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   It felt like hell sitting there on the edge of that medical bed.
 
   I could have helped. In fact I’d offered, but I’d been ordered to sit tight in the med bay.
 
   I was still recovering.
 
   Plus… who could trust me?
 
   I couldn’t even trust myself.
 
   For the umpteenth time I brought my hands up and stared at them. My eyes would always drift up and lock on my elbows.
 
   I felt sick.
 
   What had Axis done to me?
 
   And why?
 
   For that wall?
 
   My mind kept being drawn back to it, as if the thought was stronger than gravity.
 
   Why would he need me to open it?
 
   Surely there were forces far stronger at his fingertips.
 
   Or was this still another part of his game? To crush my spirit and claim my body.
 
   I sat on the edge of my bed, kicking my legs in and out, faster and faster. A few times I banged my ankle against the metal. But I didn’t stop.
 
   A few minutes later, the casualties started to pour in.
 
   Scratches and scrapes at first, a few broken bones. But then heavy lacerations, fullface burns, even someone who’d been impaled by a shard of metal right through their arm.
 
   I sat there on my bed, staring at them, incapable of tearing my gaze away.
 
   This had better be worth it.
 
   We’d better win.
 
   I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if we didn’t. I’d suggested this mission. I’d brought the Ra’xon here.
 
   And now, when it mattered most, I couldn’t rise to her defense.
 
   I hung my head.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   “We’ve lost hull integrity on deck 12,” I snapped, voice shaking in my throat. “Emergency shielding in place.”
 
   “Keep up the attack. Concentrate on the scout vessel. And at all times keep us between it and the Miracle.”
 
   The Star Forces were concentrating their attack on the Miracle, rightly perceiving that was our weak spot. The Miracle was protecting us with their extended shield capabilities, but if her shields were compromised, she’d be nothing but a big fat target.
 
   I rolled my bottom lip between my teeth, using the pain as a distraction from the tension.
 
   “Fires reported on decks 12, 10, and 21. Suppression systems working, but we’ve received casualty reports.”
 
   “Prep tri-phasic torpedoes,” the Captain began. Then she stopped. She snapped towards the view screen, bringing up a stiff hand and pointing at a vessel that had just pulled out of the Miracle’s hangar bay. “What’s that?”
 
   A pulse of terror ripped through me.
 
   Before my fear could consume me, we received a message.
 
   “It’s Shepherd,” I stammered, “it’s Shepherd.” Relief pulsed through me.
 
   The Captain said nothing. She watched.
 
   We all watched.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I concentrated on the scout ship.
 
   It was quick, darting in and out like a hawk on the wing.
 
   It was a mess out here in space. The Ra’xon had already managed to take out one of the smaller Star Forces’ cruisers, and chunks of debris were littered about in a massive radius. Torn up pipes and shattered sections of hull tumbled in the void, pushed on by eddies of ion pulses like feathers fluttering in a draft.
 
   I focused on the screen, narrowing in on that scout ship.
 
   It was much bigger than the rest and had state of the art shields similar in capacity to the Miracle’s.
 
   It was also armed with ion cannons strong enough to obliterate an asteroid in a single hit.
 
   Beads of sweat slicked my brow, trickling down the side of my face. With a nervous twitch, I yanked one hand from the piloting controls and swiped the perspiration away before it could cloud my vision.
 
   My ship had weapons, sure, but they were like pea shooters compared to that scout vessel. Still, what I lacked in power I made up for in strategy.
 
   The scout vessel was focused on the Ra’xon. It had to be. One wrong move, and the Ra’xon would blast it from the sky.
 
   That left me with the opportunity to flank it from the rear.
 
   Suddenly my comm station beeped, the unexpected noise feeling like a punch to the gut. I jerked a hand over and crammed my jittering thumb on the right button.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander,” came the rattling voice of Captain H’agovan. “I’m not going to ask why you left the Miracle, but now you’re out here, protect our starboard flank. We’re going to concentrate on the SF Venture.”
 
   My eyes locked on the right Star Forces ship. The Venture was a small but sprightly light cruiser. It clearly had weapons mods beyond the standard issue, though. For a ship that should have been as easy to swat from the sky as a fly, the Ra’xon still hadn’t obliterated her shields.
 
   “What about the scout ship?”
 
   “Leave it to last. The Miracle’s shields are protecting us so far. We have to knock out the smaller ships before those shields fail.”
 
   “Got it.” My fingers scattered over the controls and my small ship swung around.
 
   The Venture was on the Ra’xon’s starboard side, giving the heavy cruiser hell. Though the Miracle’s shields were still enveloping her, small shots were making it through, and I could see hull breaches as my ship swung past.
 
   Passing the Ra’xon with my small ship was like walking by the foot of a mountain. Swathes of grey-white hull filled the view screen, punctuated here and there by portals and windows.
 
   I jerked my head down and concentrated on piloting the ship.
 
   A few warning alarms blared around me.
 
   Things were getting close.
 
   I watched three of the Ra’xon’s twenty ion cannons swing around and target the Venture. The Ra’xon was in an unenviable position, being forced to fight on multiple fronts at once. One-on-one she could take on any of those Star Forces ships. But together they were like a wave of velociraptors picking at prey.
 
   The engines of my small vessel thrummed as I shunted them to maximum capacity. We weren’t travelling at light speed, but with all the constant darting and maneuvering, the thrusters were taking a beating.
 
   Strong vibrations punched up through the floor and into the console, shaking my fingers as they flew over the controls.
 
   I wasn’t so sure this was a good idea. While I understood the Captain wanted to thin the ranks of the enemy by concentrating on the weaker ships, I couldn’t help but fear what that scout vessel had in store.
 
   My gaze kept jerking back to it as I followed the tactical orders streaming in from the Ra’xon.
 
   On paper, maybe we had this battle; we had two heavy cruisers, after all. My gut told me it wouldn’t be that easy.
 
   I swung to the left, peppering the Venture with cannon blasts as the Ra’xon lined up a shot with her phase torpedoes.
 
   At the last moment, I swung back, retreating behind the Ra’xon’s shields.
 
   The phase torpedoes lanced out of the Ra’xon and slammed through space, three glittering sparks of pale white light.
 
   The Venture didn’t have a chance.
 
   A second later the torpedoes hit, lancing into the Venture, taking out its propulsion, weapons, and shields, in one devastating strike.
 
   “Direct hits,” Williams spat over the comms. “She’s down.”
 
   I didn’t manage a smile. There was no point. Though there were only two Star Forces ships now, that was two too many.
 
   My stomach sank as my gaze flicked back to the scout ship.
 
   “Alright, concentrate on the remaining light cruiser,” the Captain ordered.
 
   I did as I was told, darting closer to the light cruiser as the Ra’xon reloaded its torpedo bays.
 
   That’s when I saw it. The scout ship darted towards the Miracle, suddenly jerking back from the fray.
 
   My head snapped sideways to watch it as it swung around the side of the Ra’xon to reach the heavy cruiser behind.
 
   “What the hell are they doing?” I spat to myself.
 
   The scout ship shot towards the Miracle.
 
   Theoretically there was nothing it could do. The Miracle’s immense shields, though battered by the fight, would still hold it off.
 
   Theoretically.
 
   My stomach sank.
 
   I knew something was about to happen, the nerves cascading over my back couldn’t lie.
 
   “Captain—”
 
   I wasn’t quick enough.
 
   That scout ship suddenly activated some kind of shield. It wasn’t the usual inertia suppressing field I was used to. It was orange, and flickered around the ship’s hull like a halo.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   The scout ship slammed towards the Miracle.
 
   … And punched through her shields with all the ease of a hand swiping through air.
 
   “The scout ship knows the Miracle’s shield frequencies – it’s tunneling through!” The Chief’s desperate cry suddenly reverberated over my comms.
 
   All I could do was watch in pale-faced horror as the scout ship slammed into the Miracle. That orange flickering field was like a spike, and it slammed into the Miracle’s hull, piercing it, hull plating flying out everywhere.
 
   A second later, the Miracle’s shields blinked out.
 
   The Ra’xon replied with a volley aimed right at the scout ship’s tail. The explosion was enough to pull the ship from the Miracle’s hull, but not destroy it. Obliterate the scout ship while it was still sticking out of the side of the Miracle, and it would risk destroying both ships.
 
   The scout ship spiraled away, but quickly regained thruster control.
 
   The Ra’xon moved backwards, and without a word enveloped the Miracle in its own shields a second before the scout ship sent a volley of ion pulses right at the Miracle’s main drives.
 
   The Ra’xon was a massive heavy cruiser and had shields to match, but it couldn’t sustain protecting two ships at once. Not for long, anyhow.
 
   We were now in a battle for our lives.
 
   Perspiration ran so thick and fast down my brow I had to swipe at it every few seconds just to ensure I could see.
 
   “We need to eliminate that scout vessel,” Williams roared. “It’s coming around for another sweep. Our shields are at 35% and falling.”
 
   The scout ship was still ignoring me. I was like a minnow compared to it. Even if I managed to get off a few well-placed blasts with my cannons, they’d barely dent the ship’s shields.
 
   The only thing I could do was lay down cover fire.
 
   “Swing around to the left,” Williams began.
 
   She stopped abruptly.
 
   The Ra’xon had much stronger tactical sensors than my small ship. She was always several steps ahead of this battle.
 
   My spine tingled as every hair along the back of my neck stood on end. “What is it?”
 
   “They’re laying a driver mine!” Williams suddenly blasted over my comms, her terrified tone reverberating around my small cockpit.
 
   I snapped my head to the side, concentrating on the scout vessel.
 
   Christ, she was right. As my rudimentary scanners swept over the ship, I could detect the distinct signature of a driver.
 
   A driver mine was specifically designed to dig its way through a ship and drive right to the center, like a grub coring an apple. Once there, it would explode, usually taking the ship with it.
 
   The mine possessed some of the strongest explosives in the fleet. And considering how many modifications these Star Forces’ vessels possessed, I could bet the mine was even more powerful than the ordinary variety too.
 
   There was every chance it could punch through the Ra’xon’s remaining shields.
 
   “Goddammit!” My voice cut through the room, ricocheting off the walls like a bullet.
 
   “Concentrate attack on that mine,” the Captain snapped.
 
   … It wouldn’t work.
 
   Now the Miracle’s shields were down, the Ra’xon had to protect both ships. The scout vessel would lay down cover fire and draw away her main guns while the mine armed itself.
 
   … There was only one way.
 
   Goddammit. There was only one option.
 
   I hunched over the controls, logging in a new navigation sequence.
 
   I launched the ship right at that mine.
 
   “Get ready to transport me,” I suddenly spat into my comms.
 
   “What?” Williams spat back.
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   “You’re on a moving ship!”
 
   “I won’t be soon.” I lurched up out of my chair, flinging myself at the far wall and fumbling with the compartment that held the space suits.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Take down that driver mine.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “By throwing this goddamn ship at it, that’s how.” I grabbed at a space suit and crammed it on, the flexible metal compartments locking into place around my body.
 
   “You’re going to ram it?”
 
   “That’s right.” I heaved up my helmet and crammed it over my head, slotting it into the rivets along the neck of my body suit.
 
   “That’s suicide!”
 
   “Not if I jump out of this ship first. Like I said – be ready to transport me.”
 
   “Nathan, no—”
 
   “Too late. The navs are set. I’m jettisoning in 60 seconds.”
 
   “Nathan!”
 
   I ignored Williams’ ringing voice and threw myself at the back of the ship. This vessel was too small to have escape pods. Instead it had a jettison kit. A small metal frame with a portable thruster drive that you strapped yourself into. It would give you a pulse of speed to throw you away from the ship and any ensuing explosions. Once you were clear, you were on your own.
 
   Williams kept trying to talk me down.
 
   It was too late.
 
   I locked the gloved hand of my space suit on the side of the jettison kit, steadied myself, took a breath, twisted, and slammed my back into it. Immediately a harness shot out of recesses in the sides and locked my body in place.
 
   The jettison gear was lodged right at the back of the ship near a secondary air lock. As soon as I flung myself into it, a safety shield blinked into place, separating me from the rest of the ship. It would ensure the atmosphere wasn’t vented when I escaped.
 
   “Jettisoning procedure initiated. Jettisoning in five, four, three, two, one.”
 
   I gritted my teeth.
 
   “Jettisoning.”
 
   The airlock slammed open, receding into the wall as I was flung backwards.
 
   I didn’t have time to swear, let alone breathe.
 
   The walls of the ship became a blur as I tumbled backwards like a human bullet.
 
   Finally a scream tore from my lips, reverberating around the confines of my helmet.
 
   I could see flashes of the Ra’xon’s massive hull, marked here and there by black swathes of damage. I caught glimpses of debris, too – hull plating, pipes, indistinguishable charred scraps of metal.
 
   Somehow I dodged everything.
 
   The escape gear’s thrusters put on a final burst of speed, and then cut out. Abruptly.
 
   I found myself upside down, relative to the Ra’xon, staring up at the massive ship’s marked and singed belly.
 
   “Goddammit!” My body was still locked in place against the jettison gear, my arms locked over my middle in the Lazarus position.
 
   Suddenly there was a massive explosion behind me. I felt the shock wave as it pushed me forward, and saw the massive blast of light as it lit up space like a firework.
 
   I was pushed this way and that, like a leaf tumbling in a hurricane.
 
   I caught glimpses of the battle behind me, enough to see I’d done it.
 
   My ship had taken down the driver mine.
 
   I’d done it.
 
   I couldn’t become too flushed with success, though – I was still strapped to my escape gear, and there was nothing I could do.
 
   The gear had rudimentary evasion capabilities. If a piece of space junk got too close, the gear’s tiny thrusters would move me out of the way. If shrapnel was moving too fast, however, I wouldn’t have a chance.
 
   The fear drove hard into my gut as I tumbled. Any moment could be my last.
 
   The battle still raged around me. I saw constant flashes of light. My suit’s brightness filters managed to protect my eyes from the searing illumination, but that was it.
 
   I tumbled.
 
   And tumbled.
 
   I had no goddamn idea if we were winning or losing. No idea how long I’d last.
 
   In a situation like that, the mind becomes erratic, jerking from thought to thought like an unsteady hand dealing cards.
 
   There was no point in closing my eyes and praying that everything would work out.
 
   Instead I faced death.
 
   … A death that did not come.
 
   I lost track of time, my adrenaline-fueled mind too addled to track the passing seconds. But suddenly the explosions stopped.
 
   No more flashes of light.
 
   Eddies and shock waves from the battle had pushed me until I faced nothing but space. Torn up ship components drifted past me, a few twisted remnants of engine cores and bulkheads tumbling past and catching reflected light from behind me.
 
   I waited.
 
   Waited to find out who’d won.
 
   That’s when I saw her.
 
   The Ra’xon.
 
   She came swooping into view beside me.
 
   I cheered. From inside the confines of my space suit, I cheered.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   It didn’t take long for the Ra’xon to send a small shuttle to pick me up.
 
   The Ra’xon’s transporters were down, along with most of her shield generators. She’d received a real beating in that battle.
 
   But we’d won.
 
   Repairs wouldn’t take too long. We’d be back on our feet soon.
 
   Speaking of being on our feet, I was currently on mine, shifting forward and back like a tree swaying in a confused gale.
 
   I’d quickly been released from my escape gear. I had to check in with the Doc to ensure I hadn’t received too much radiation while I’d sat outside in the middle of a goddamn battle. Then I’d be cleared for duty and sent to coordinate repairs.
 
   I knew how important it was to get back to work.
 
   So why was I still standing outside the med bay’s grey doors, staring at them like they were about to swallow me whole?
 
   Because Alyssa was inside.
 
   I felt surprisingly nervous. There was no reason for it. I was still flushed with the success of battle. I had that familiar euphoric feeling that fooled me into thinking I could take on the world.
 
   And yet the thought of walking through the door and seeing Alyssa was kind of terrifying.
 
   It shouldn’t be. I kept telling myself that it shouldn’t be, but my damn brain wouldn’t listen.
 
   A crewman with a badly burnt arm suddenly shuffled up beside me, shooting me a confused glance. “You okay, Lieutenant Commander?”
 
   I cleared my throat and nodded, taking a quick stride towards the doors.
 
   They opened, and now there was no turning back.
 
   Sick bay was a mess. The med staff were running back and forth, dealing with the numerous injuries we’d picked up in the fight.
 
   I’d already checked, and thankfully there’d been no casualties. There were some fairly serious injuries, though, and I quickly realized we’d won that fight by a whisker’s length.
 
   Sick bay was such a mess that I didn’t see her at first.
 
   She saw me though.
 
   As I stood there in the middle of the floor, waiting to catch a passing med tech who didn’t look too busy, she pushed towards me.
 
   Before I realized it, she was right by my side, reaching a hand out to me. She brushed my arm with her fingers.
 
   It was electrifying.
 
   I jerked my head around to her, heart driving to a sudden stop in my chest.
 
   “Shepherd?” A smile exploded over her face, her cheeks practically disappearing into her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re alright.”
 
   I opened my mouth, but couldn’t speak. The words wouldn’t come.
 
   “You saved the Ra’xon.” She tilted her head low in a respectful nod. Then she flicked her gaze up to me. “And me. You saved me. I haven’t had a chance to thank you yet.”
 
   “Alyssa…” I stammered over her name.
 
   “I just wanted to thank you.” She dipped her head low again, that smile spreading over her lips.
 
   I wanted to say I recognized that smile – that I’d seen it on the footage of her first day at the Academy. But I was wrong; I didn’t know that smile. It was different. It touched me deeper. It meant more.
 
   I swallowed.
 
   “I found out what you did off the ship’s log. If you hadn’t rammed that mine, the Ra’xon would have fallen.”
 
   “I…” God, I had to string together a sentence. I had to say something. I couldn’t just stand there in the middle of this crowded med bay and stare at her all dumbstruck.
 
   “You probably need to see a doc, ha? I’ll get out of your way.”
 
   “No,” I said, surprised by my own forcefulness. Still, it broke the dam keeping me back. “Alyssa, it’s fine; this is only a routine check up to ensure I didn’t receive too much radiation. And… and… you’re welcome.”
 
   She smiled again. Again it did different things to me.
 
   I found myself taking a step forward before I really knew what I was doing.
 
   Her eyes widened. Slightly. But the move was still there.
 
   My mouth was dry, really dry. It felt like it had been replaced with sand.
 
   I ignored it. “You don’t need to thank me though.”
 
   “Why not?” She didn’t take a step back, though I was probably standing too close for comfort. Instead she tilted her head slightly and stared up into my eyes. “You saved my life, Shepherd. I want to thank you.”
 
   There was something so earnest about her words, so forceful. I wanted to take a step back, but didn’t. Instead I brought a hand up, smoothed my hair, and took a stiff breath.
 
   “If you hadn’t been there… I think I would have lost my mind,” she admitted.
 
   My smile stiffened. “Are you okay now? What… what happened to you?”
 
   She dropped my gaze suddenly and stared at the floor. “I don’t really know.”
 
   “Is the Doc concerned?” I jerked my head to the side, suddenly searching the crowded room for the CMO.
 
   “No. No, she’s not. She needs to do more scans, but she thinks I’m fine. It… it will just take some time to get used to the new implants.”
 
   My stomach sank. Every pleasant tingle disappeared from my body as I remembered what had happened to her. “Alyssa, we didn’t find Axis on board, but I promise, I won’t stop until we track him down.”
 
   She didn’t look at me. But she did smile. It was small, and it barely crumpled her lips, but it was still a smile.
 
   We drifted into silence. The sounds of the med bay filtered between us, the groans of patients, the quick shuffle of feet, the beeps and whirs of medical devices.
 
   I wanted to take another step forward, but couldn’t. That would leave me right in front of her, my arms pressed up against hers.
 
   Eventually she lifted her head to look at me again. “Thanks again. I should probably let you go, though. I imagine the repairs will take a while. How long do you think it will take until the Star Forces send reinforcements?”
 
   “There are no Star Forces ships around this sector. The soonest we’ll see any company is in ten hours. That will give us time to fix the Miracle’s propulsion systems. The Ra’xon is bruised, but we can still run just fine.”
 
   “What about… the dig site?”
 
   My stomach clenched. I’d thought about that too. In fact, I hadn’t stopped thinking about it. The prospect of finally finding out what had happened to my best friend was looming large in my mind.
 
   “Are we going to send down a team to check it out? We have time before the Star Forces arrive, right?”
 
   I cleared my throat and nodded. “That’s the Captain’s plan. We’ll form a recon team and head down there.”
 
   She nodded slowly. Then she looked up sharply. “I should be on that team.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Shepherd, I mean, Lieutenant Commander, I want to be on that team. I think you’ll need me.”
 
   “You’re recuperating—”
 
   “I’m fine. The Doc’s done all she can for me. And to be honest, I think I’ll be able to control my implants next time. I think what happened to me aboard the Miracle,” she swallowed hard, “was an initial reaction to the power of my new implants. It’s happened before when Axis gave me new implants in the past. I… I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to control myself next time. Plus, I won’t be fighting off a whole heavy cruiser again.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, Alyssa, you have to stay here where it’s safe.”
 
   “Just how much resistance do you expect down on that dig site?”
 
   “None. We’ve already scanned it, and all personnel were evacuated to the Star Forces ships before we arrived.”
 
   “So what’s the problem with me going down there? Shepherd, honest to god, I’m fine.”
 
   “I just… I think it’s safer if you stay up here. We have no idea what we’ll find down there.”
 
   “Which is why you should bring me along. I’m good with surprises.” She brought up a hand and flexed it.
 
   I shook my head, but stopped half way through.
 
   “Shepherd, please. I want to give back,” she said in a small voice, dropping her hand to her side. “I’m the one who brought us here on this mission. I want to give back. I can’t sit around in the med bay while everyone else risks their lives.”
 
   “You did give back, Alyssa. If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t have taken the Miracle.”
 
   “You’ll need me down there,” she changed track immediately.
 
   I suddenly felt uneasy. She could be right, after all. We had no idea what we’d find down there, and having a telekinetic warrior with Alyssa’s skills could make all the difference.
 
   Maybe my indecision was playing across my face, because she ducked her head forward, eyes widening to stare at me earnestly. “I need to find out why he did this to me.” She brought up her arms and gestured to her elbows. “Axis said there was some kind of wall down there. One only I could open. I want to find out if it was just another one of his mind games.”
 
   “Alyssa, you need to rest. You’re still recuperating.”
 
   “Fine. If I get the Doc to clear me, you’ll have no argument.” She suddenly twisted on her foot and darted through the crowd towards the CMO.
 
   I swore under my breath and followed. By the time I reached them, the CMO looked up at me and nodded. “She’s got the all clear, Lieutenant Commander. As long as she doesn’t tax her implants too badly, I don’t see any problem with her going on recon down to that moon. And to be honest, I think the rest of us would feel a hell of a lot more comfortable knowing someone with her power is down there in case the Star Forces left any surprises.”
 
   I hissed a frustrated breath through bared teeth. “Doc, do you really think this is a good idea? What about,” I slid my gaze towards Alyssa briefly, “what happened on the Miracle?”
 
   “I think it was a combination of the drugs Axis gave her and the stress of the situation. Alyssa’s current bio readings are fine. I’d say her implants took a while to stabilize, but now they’re okay.”
 
   “Alyssa said you were still doing more tests.”
 
   “I am. But considering the circumstances, it’s still my professional opinion that she can accompany the mission.” With that, the CMO turned and continued treating a burns patient behind her. “Shepherd,” she spoke over her shoulder, “your radiation levels will have to be checked before you’re cleared for the mission, though.”
 
   I shook my head while she wasn’t looking. Great.
 
   I returned my attention to Alyssa.
 
   She was looking at me defiantly. “I’m cleared,” she repeated needlessly. “So can I go?”
 
   I let out a tense breath, suddenly aware of how sore I was. I hadn’t slept properly in days.
 
   She didn’t drop my gaze.
 
   “We’ll have to clear it with the Captain,” I managed.
 
   She nodded sharply. Then she smiled, all the defiance slipping from her gaze. “You won’t regret this, Shepherd; you’ll need someone to watch your back. Plus, I owe you.” She nodded and turned around.
 
   I locked a hand into my stiff trapezius and watched her go.
 
   I’d better not regret this.
 
   … I didn’t want to lose her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   We were cleared.
 
   We were heading down to the moon.
 
   Any security personnel and scientists who could be spared from the repairs were heading down with us.
 
   I couldn’t deny my nerves. They congregated in the base of my spine, jittering against the bone.
 
   Most of the other teams had already left.
 
   It had taken awhile to inoculate me against the radiation I’d received during my unplanned spacewalk, but now I was good to go.
 
   Both Alyssa and I were heading down together in a tiny two-person vessel.
 
   I piloted while she checked main systems.
 
   We were silent, but we still worked together well. She seemed to know what I wanted her to do without me having to say a word.
 
   It was more than our similar training – we just gelled well.
 
   “Initiating the landing sequence now.” I shifted back in my small pilot seat and tilted my head to take in the view.
 
   The moon wasn’t large. It was tiny in many respects. And yet it was imposing. It felt like we were swooping towards a gas mega-giant.
 
   My stomach curdled with apprehension, but I pushed it away with several deep breaths.
 
   I watched Alyssa out of the corner of my eye. She was staring at the view screen with fixed attention smoothed over her brow, her hands frozen over her controls in mid-type.
 
   My stomach gave a kick. “You aren’t regretting coming down, are you?”
 
   She swiveled her head to face me. “No. I just….” She turned back to the view screen.
 
   I watched her but didn’t say a word. Soon, as our tiny vessel levelled out, she shook her head and returned to her task.
 
   In another few minutes, we landed.
 
   The computer beeped and I took a deep breath. I pushed my hands flat into the console before me and rose. I twisted and nodded at her.
 
   She was still staring at the view screen with fixed attention, her neck tilted back until a few of the bright lights from her console played across her elongated neck.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Alyssa, we’ve landed. We need to put on our EV suits.”
 
   She tucked her head down in a twitch and nodded.
 
   I lingered, looking at her for another few seconds before I turned and grabbed our suits, handing her one.
 
   We pulled the EVs on and locked our helmets in place.
 
   Our ship was so small there was only one room – the cockpit. Lodged in the wall by the pilot’s side was the hatch.
 
   I nodded at her. “You ready?”
 
   She put her thumbs up, shifted past me, and typed the release code into the panel next to the hatch.
 
   Again my gaze lingered on her.
 
   That uneasy feeling was back. It was growing in my stomach like gathering grey clouds.
 
   The hatch beeped a warning, a red light flashing above it. A second later, it opened, sliding back into the wall, a cloud of atmosphere hissing around it as our tiny ship depressurized.
 
   While there was atmosphere out on that moon, it wasn’t enough to breathe.
 
   Alyssa pushed off, jumping out of the cockpit and onto the barren grey-brown dust beyond.
 
   I followed right behind her.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I didn’t know why I was down here.
 
   I wanted to be here, and yet I really didn’t.
 
   My feelings were a confusing mix. I tried to tell myself it was just the after effects of my fight on the Miracle, but now I wasn’t so sure.
 
   This moon… there was something about it.
 
   We walked in silence for a while. There was no sound apart from the drone of our footfall and the constant hiss of my breath as it passed through my suit.
 
   My EV was cramped. I hated these suits. No matter how advanced they claimed to be, they could never wick the sweat from between your fingers and across your back.
 
   “I just received word – the other teams have made it to the dig site.” Shepherd drew to a halt beside me and put a hand up to his ear.
 
   I jolted. “Are they okay?”
 
   “All reports are fine. Looks as if the Star Forces left in a hurry. A lot of the equipment they left behind is malfunctioning, but there’s enough for us to tell what they were up to.”
 
   I nodded. My neck was so stiff I swore it would tear off my shoulders.
 
   Maybe Shepherd could tell how nervous I was becoming, because he took a deliberate and obvious step closer to me. “How are you holding up?”
 
   “Fine,” I lied.
 
   “At least that makes one of us. This moon is goddamn eerie.”
 
   I smiled at his admission. Then I went right back to worrying.
 
   Just why was I down here? Why had I demanded to be on this mission? Surely it was better, safer, for me to stay on the Ra’xon?
 
   As soon as that thought arose, I pushed it away with a shake of my head.
 
   I was down here now. It was time to make the most of it.
 
   I needed to find out what had commanded Axis’ attention, what had drawn the Miracle all the way to this far-flung sector.
 
   Just what was underneath this dust?
 
   As my boots crushed it, I jerked my head down to stare at the grey-brown powder.
 
   I shivered.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   There was something about this moon. Something about it that reached right into your hind brain and sent true fear pulsing through your body.
 
   I kept swallowing. It was hard though, hard to find the breath.
 
   The nerves pushed higher and higher in my gut until they welled in my chest.
 
   I walked in step with Alyssa, the both of us in environmental suits. I could see her face through the clear visor, and I fancied her expression showed just as much fear as mine.
 
   “You okay?” I hazarded.
 
   She flicked her gaze towards me. “Fine. It’s just…” she trailed off.
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed.
 
   “Didn’t… didn’t your friend die down here?” she suddenly asked.
 
   The memory flooded back to me. Like a punch in the gut.
 
   I managed a nod.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Yeah.” It’s not what I wanted to say. I wanted to tell her she didn’t need to be sorry for my loss. That Alyssa Nightingale didn’t need to be sorry for anybody else other than herself.
 
   We walked in silence. I wanted to say it was awkward – a keen silence spread between us, after all. But I felt… comfortable somehow.
 
   Some part of me wanted to point out that I still barely knew Alyssa. But that was wrong. Maybe I hadn’t known her for more than a few months now, but did that matter? The intensity of our experience made the duration of our relationship irrelevant.
 
   I was starting to have feelings for her. There was no point denying that. Though it was weird to finally admit it while we were down here on this eerie moon, walking through this dark night, boots crunching over the moisture laden dust.
 
   Did I love her? I couldn’t tell. All I recognized were the feelings that welled in my gut every time I thought of her. They were so goddamn intense, some of the strongest sensations I’d ever experienced.
 
   A different kind of tension escaped through my chest as I turned my head gently to the side and watched her.
 
   In the end, it didn’t matter what I felt, did it?
 
   This couldn’t go anywhere.
 
   Alyssa would take a long time to heal, and I had to give her space.
 
   She wasn’t ready for a relationship, and maybe I wasn’t either. The both of us were knee deep in a goddamn war.
 
   It was just as that depressing thought sank through my gut that I heard something.
 
   It was the slightest crumbling sound, as if someone had stepped on a soft rock.
 
   I shifted my head lightly to the side.
 
   Something snapped towards me.
 
   It was so fast I barely had time to track its movement.
 
   I thrust myself backwards, but it stopped. A centimeter from my face.
 
   Alyssa had thrust a hand out, her implants activating, a burst of gold light spreading from them and locking the thing in place.
 
   The thing….
 
   I jerked backwards, falling on my ass, scuttling away like a surprised crab.
 
   My breath was a wheezing lump in my throat. “What the hell. What the hell?”
 
   It was… some kind of… creature.
 
   It was as white as powdered bone, its flesh moist and stringy. It had elongated limbs and a long face that tapered into a powerful jaw.
 
   It didn’t have any eyes, just slits.
 
   It was frozen there, locked in the air by Alyssa’s powers.
 
   I saw the side of her face, and she was registering the same shock that tore through my heart.
 
   “What is that thing?” Her eyes widened.
 
   I pulled myself to my feet. “Have you got it?”
 
   “It can’t move.”
 
   I summoned all the courage I had and forced myself forward, grabbing the gun from my hip holster and levelling it at the creature.
 
   The two slits in its face opened, and it swiveled black, moist eyes towards me.
 
   I’d never seen anything so horrifying. This galaxy was large enough that it had every possible type of life form. I’d seen creatures that would make a man’s stomach lurch. After a while, however, you started to get used to the difference in forms, shapes, and colors. You lost the tendency to think everything looked like a monster.
 
   But this, this goddamn creature before us… it did something to the mind. Made the heart speed up until it felt like it would explode.
 
   “What do I do?” Alyssa snapped, voice wavering.
 
   “Just hold it. Hold it.” With a gun still trained on the creature, I brought up my scanner, thumbing it on with a shaking hand.
 
   The thing’s eyes locked on me.
 
   Then it – it disappeared. In a blink of an eye.
 
   I jolted backwards again.
 
   “What the hell?” Alyssa gasped.
 
   “What did you do to it?”
 
   “Nothing. It disappeared.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It disappeared.” She shifted towards me, arm banging up against the side of my suit. She still had her hand outstretched, but there was no longer anything for her power to do. That gold light simply eddied around her elbow and hand, twisting in and out, lighting up the underside of her helmet, catching underneath her wide open eyes.
 
   “That’s impossible. We didn’t see a transport beam.” I shifted closer to her, pressed my arm right up against her back.
 
   We stood there together, circling around, staring at that barren moonscape before us.
 
   “… We… we should push on,” she finally suggested. “And warn the other teams,” she added in a snap.
 
   “I’ve already done that.” With a forced breath, I pushed forward. Unashamedly I was right next to her. It wasn’t for her protection; it was for mine.
 
   “Do you think that’s what killed your friend?” Alyssa asked in a tight frightened voice as we continued forward, her hand always held high, her implant now on continuously.
 
   I thought about it and then nodded.
 
   I felt cold, thoroughly cold.
 
   “Have you ever seen anything like that before?” she questioned.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   She was clearly looking to me for answers, but I had none.
 
   We walked on in complete silence.
 
   The only known method of particle transportation in the galaxy was with a matter transference beam. It required a hell of a lot of energy, but as I brought up my scanner and nervously typed into it, I realized there was no signature of such energy.
 
   That thing had just… disappeared.
 
   Which was impossible.
 
   My father’s warning came flooding back. I would believe him, he’d promised. And when I found out the truth, I would return.
 
   I shook my head suddenly.
 
   “What is it?” Alyssa jerked her head towards me.
 
   “Never mind,” I said, teeth pressed hard into my lips.
 
   “I trust you,” she suddenly said.
 
   At first her admission floored me, then I realized what she meant. She wanted to know if I trusted her too, right?
 
   I took a breath. “You know my old man is Admiral Shepherd, right?”
 
   She nodded, a few strands of hair falling in front of her face under her visor.
 
   “I had to interrogate him.”
 
   She didn’t reply. Her gaze dropped to her feet briefly, and it took quite a while for her eyes to wander back to my face. “How did it go?”
 
   “It didn’t. I didn’t interrogate him – he interrogated me.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “It’s a long story,” I said through a sigh. “I just… let’s say I never got on with my old man. We have fundamentally different views.”
 
   “What did he say to you?”
 
   My stomach tightened. I didn’t want to tell her, yet at the same time, I couldn’t stop myself. I had to get this off my chest. “That I couldn’t trust the resistance,” my voice was small, a whisper, as if I hoped she wouldn’t hear.
 
   At first she didn’t respond. Then I heard her let out a whistle of a breath. “It makes sense. He’s trying to undermine your trust. But you believe him, don’t you?”
 
   At first I felt tense, then I realized there was no malice behind her words. In fact, she was looking at me with a soft expression. No matter what she did, however, she didn’t drop her hand. She was making constant tiny movements of her forefinger, and around us a vortex of air had appeared.
 
   If any more of those creatures showed themselves, she’d be ready.
 
   I battled with my conscience. I didn’t want to admit that I’d started to doubt the resistance.
 
   She kept looking at me expectantly.
 
   I closed my eyes for the briefest second. “I do believe him,” I finally admitted.
 
   I waited for her to react, to tell me I was a fool. To radio the Captain, to spread the news.
 
   She didn’t. Instead her gaze became unfocused for a few seconds. “I don’t trust them either,” she admitted.
 
   I stiffened. “What?”
 
   “Why should I? I mean, I trust the Captain, I trust most of the crew, and I trust you,” she said, voice dipping low.
 
   The tension that had wrapped its way around my stomach suddenly eased. Tingles replaced it. “You do?”
 
   “But I don’t trust the resistance.”
 
   “Why not?” I pried further.
 
   “Because I don’t know enough about them. And I guess… I’ve been taught not to trust.”
 
   I lowered my gaze.
 
   “What did he tell you, though?”
 
   My stomach clenched.
 
   “It’s alright; you can tell me,” she prompted in a soft tone.
 
   I swallowed. “He told me that the resistance is being manipulated, controlled.”
 
   “By whom?”
 
   “The Elogian Factions.”
 
   She paused. I had no idea what she was going to do. I still feared that she would turn on me, tell me I was an idiot for believing such a tale. Clearly my father was just trying to manipulate me.
 
   That's not what she did. She nodded. “It makes sense.”
 
   “It does?”
 
   She looked at me sharply. “Of course it does. You've noticed it too, right? The resistance seem to have a lot of tech, a lot of people, but not a lot of success. And their targets are small. It's almost as if somebody doesn't what the resistance to win, just cause a lot of trouble.”
 
   I let out a trapped breath. She was right.
 
   We continued to walk, now in a pensive silence. I listened to the sound of my footfall reverberating up through my environmental suit.
 
   Condensation was picking up across my visor. This moon had an odd atmosphere, not enough to breathe, but enough that water condensed out of the air and covered everything.
 
   Alyssa didn't let her hand drop. I was gratified she was here. Without her, that… thing would have killed me.
 
   A thrill chased up my spine as I thought of it, as I remembered those black slit-like eyes.
 
   It didn't take long to reach the edge of the dig site. My stomach clenched, every muscle up my back growing tighter and tighter as a strange kind of fear took hold of me.
 
   We rounded the side of a hill and looked down into a massive crater dug into the ground. There was various equipment strewn around, from massive hover lights to lifts.
 
   Alyssa came to an abrupt stop several meters from the edge of the crater.
 
   I couldn't see her face – the bulk of her suit was in the way, but I fancied I could still read her body language.
 
   She looked terrified.
 
   “Alyssa?” I hazarded in a careful tone.
 
   She took several seconds before she stiffly turned her head to me. Her eyes were wide, the whites rimmed around her soft brown irises.
 
   “What is it? Are your implants acting up again?” I shoved my words out in a single breath.
 
   It took a while, but eventually she shook her head. “… It's… I…” she trailed off.
 
   A kick of nerves raced through my gut.
 
   “Alyssa?” I moved a step closer to her, boots crunching over the water-clogged dust. “You okay?” I ducked my head down as I tried to stare up into her eyes. “Are you sure your implants aren’t acting up?”
 
   The Doc had given her the all-clear for this mission, but suddenly I wasn’t so sure it was a good idea. There was something about the tension crumpling her brow, her stiff and wary stance. Something about how wide her eyes became as she stared down into the crater beyond.
 
   A few members of the R’axon had already made it down to the crater. I could see them milling about below, lit up by the powerful hover lights.
 
   “Alyssa?” I brought a hand up and rested it on her shoulder.
 
   She doubled back, pushing into me.
 
   “Whoa.” I steadied her. “What’s going on?”
 
   She shook her head and took another jerked step back. She sucked in a shaking breath, one that wheezed and hissed over her comms.
 
   “That’s it – we’re heading back to the ship. You need to go to the med bay—”
 
   “No, I’m fine.” She balled her hands into fists, one implant still activated, and took a determined step towards the edge of the crater.
 
   Don’t ask me why, but the fine hair along the back of my neck stood on end as she stared down over that plummeting ledge.
 
   … Something didn’t feel right.
 
   “No, we’re going back to the ship,” I insisted.
 
   “Shepherd, it’s fine,” she sighed, trying but failing to hide her tension, “I just… it doesn’t matter. I’m over it now. Let’s push on.” She twisted on her heel, disturbing chunks of rubble and sending them cascading over the cliff.
 
   I shoved to the side and stood in front of her. “Alyssa, you’re not going down there—”
 
   “I’m fine. Look, it was nothing. I just… it sounds stupid, but that crater….”
 
   “What? That crater what? What’s wrong?”
 
   She looked up at me sharply. I could see her eyes beyond the condensed screen of her visor. “Nathan—”
 
   “Don’t tell me it’s nothing. What’s going on?”
 
   She dropped her head until she stared at her feet, her gaze never straying to the side to the crater beyond. She sighed. “I don’t… I guess I’m scared by it,” she admitted in a soft tone.
 
   “Of course you are, that creature—”
 
   “No,” she looked up sharply, eyes blazing, “not the creature – it’s something else.”
 
   I swallowed. Hard. Until I could feel my throat press against the hard fabric of my suit. “What is it?”
 
   “I just… never mind. I’m fine now. It’s probably just latent adrenaline from my time on the Miracle.” She took a sharp step back and shrugged me off, skirting around me to continue along the side of the crater.
 
   I paused to watch her. Her head was always locked between her shoulders, never twisting to the left or right once.
 
   I drove my teeth together and thought quickly.
 
   “Don’t say it, Nathan.” She suddenly turned over her shoulder and flashed me a look. “I’m telling you I’m fine. Now come on – the rest of the team will need us.” She brought her hand up and a few crackles of power blazed over it.
 
   Us, or her?
 
   I ignored my intuition and rushed after her. While my heart wanted to tell her to get back to the med bay, my brain knew she was right: we did need her. If there were more of those creatures down there, she may be our only hope.
 
   Apprehension punched through me, rattling my bones and shaking through my chest.
 
   This had better work out, or I’d never forgive myself.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   Something wasn’t right. I felt….
 
   I brought a hand up and locked it over my brow again, digging my fingers hard into the flesh.
 
   We’d reached the lift system that ran down one side of the deep crater. The drop was at least 100 meters.
 
   I could see the rest of the resistance recon team milling about below, all of them with their heads twisted to the left as if the very same thing had caught everyone’s attention at once.
 
   Shepherd and I walked onto one of the lifts. It rattled under our boots, letting out a piercing metal cry as it started to descend slowly.
 
   I felt… god, I couldn’t put my finger on it. My gut churned, my heart fluttered, and it felt as if my insides were turning to liquid.
 
   I tried to hide it from Shepherd. He was already worried enough about me as it was. Fortunately the constant condensation forming over the visor of my suit stopped him from seeing the sweat that had slicked my brow and was now running down my temples.
 
   Whatever the rest of the recon team were looking at, we couldn’t see it yet. The hover lights that should have been illuminating the whole dig site weren’t operational yet. There were only a few of them dotted around the crater, centered above the recon team so they could see what they were doing.
 
   Something formed in my stomach the lower the lift went. It wasn’t nerves; it was something far purer. I felt a kind of fear I’d never endured before. It was so sharp it felt as if it would cut me in half.
 
   I remained straight, rigid even, one hand clasped around the lift railing as I held the other high, my implant still activated.
 
   The lifts should have been much faster than this, but they needed maintenance. So we had to wait an agonizingly long time as they descended meter by meter into that crater.
 
   Shepherd shifted towards me, without a word, his boots grating against the metal plating of the floor. He leaned next to me, locked his hands on the same section of railing, waited a few seconds, then turned to face me.
 
   His expression was….
 
   “Alyssa,” he said softly, tone so gentle it might as well have been a feather on skin, “we can go back. Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   I should have answered immediately, but I… I couldn’t.
 
   As we descended lower and lower, my neck snapped to the left. My eyes couldn’t penetrate the darkness, but I knew something was out there.
 
   Something was out there.
 
   At the far end of the crater. The same thing that had captured the rest of the recon team’s attention.
 
   “Alyssa?” I heard Shepherd shift, his suit rustling as he tilted his head to the left and stared in the same direction. “What’s out there?”
 
   I didn’t answer. Couldn’t.
 
   He shifted again, this time closer. “Al—” my name died in his throat.
 
   We reached the bottom of the crater.
 
   The lift let out a shrill beep, and the railing unlocked with a reverberating click.
 
   The railing started to lift up to let us out. I strode forward, head still twisted to the side, and I used my power to lift the railing faster.
 
   I needed to… needed to see what was out there.
 
   Shepherd rushed after me, EV boots skidding in the dry crumbly rock and dust.
 
   I ignored everyone, everything around me.
 
   I was being drawn towards it like two poles of a magnet locking together.
 
   “Hey, wait up,” Shepherd tried.
 
   His words were distant somehow, just echoes far back at the edges of my mind.
 
   “Alyssa—”
 
   I reached the center of the crater.
 
   I stopped. I tilted my head back and stared.
 
   One of the hover lights cut to the left suddenly, its beam slicing towards the back of the crater and lighting up the far left wall.
 
   … The wall.
 
   Shepherd reached my side and stopped. “Aly—” he gulped. “What the hell is that?”
 
   I commandeered several passing hover lights, using my power to direct them over to the wall.
 
   They floated towards it, soaring high into the air as their powerful illumination beams sliced across the wall.
 
   I saw glimpses of a sleek white-grey metal.
 
   My stomach clenched as something drove hard into my gut. It was that fear. That growing gathering fear. It felt like Hell itself wending its way tighter and tighter around my middle until I couldn’t breathe.
 
   Shepherd was beside me, but he was silent. I could see him in my peripheral vision, his head turned back, his eyes wide with shock.
 
   We stood in silence and stared.
 
   Before I knew what I was doing, I took a step forward, and another, boots churning through the disturbed dust all around me.
 
   Whatever was before me – that wall – it was so large that the powerful hover lights couldn’t illuminate it all at once. They only provided slices of it, flashes like a dying dream.
 
   It was enough to… compel me. Yes, that was it – it was compelling. It drew me forward step by step.
 
   I was barely aware of anything else. Not the people around me, not the ground below me, just that wall. Just those tantalizing glimpses of glittering grey-white.
 
   ….
 
   I wanted to touch it. No, I needed to.
 
   I took another jittering step, but stopped, abruptly, as Shepherd dashed forward and locked a hand over my arm.
 
   His grip wasn’t hard, but the effect was like being punched in the face. He pulled me out of my sudden reverie, and I let out a rattling gasp.
 
   “Alyssa?” His gaze searched mine, eyes darting to and fro, brow creased with clear worry. “Are you alright?”
 
   “I… I’m fine….” Though I tried to maintain eye contact with him, I couldn’t; my gaze jerked back to the wall.
 
   He shifted around until he stood between me and it. He dipped his head down, shooting me the kind of look that commanded attention. “Alyssa,” he said, slowing down each syllable until it sounded like he was spelling out my name, “something isn’t right here. I think we need to go back to the Ra’xon.”
 
   “No,” I said, the word punching from my throat. I was surprised by my own forcefulness.
 
   Not as surprised as Shepherd, though. His features slackened and worry paled his cheeks. For the briefest moment he turned over his shoulder and glanced at the wall. With a shiver that ran hard into his shoulders and back and rumpled the fabric of his EV suit, he snapped his attention back to me. “That’s an order, Lieutenant.”
 
   His tone almost had an effect on me. Almost.
 
   I tried to shift around him to get a better look at the wall once more.
 
   He wouldn’t let me.
 
   He held onto my arm, not enough to hurt me, but firmly enough to warn me that he had no intention of letting go.
 
   “I should never have let you come down here,” he mumbled under his breath, “this was a mistake. You aren’t ready.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   He ignored me as he ticked his head to the side, no doubt accessing the suit’s comms system.
 
   “Shepherd, I’m fine. Just let me go.”
 
   “I should have listened to my father,” he suddenly muttered.
 
   “… What?”
 
   He looked at me sharply. I could tell from the wary quality of his gaze he was trying to figure out whether to share something with me.
 
   That gaze was the only thing that could distract me from the wall. “What is it? What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “I thought he was just saying anything to manipulate me… now I’m not so sure.” He half jerked his head to the side, gaze darting to the left for a nano second. He shivered again.
 
   “What?”
 
   “My father said your implants come from the same technology that wall does.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Apparently some race called the Forgotten built that wall, and they built the very same technology Axis adapted to create telekinetic warriors. I didn’t want to scare you, because I thought he was joking. But now I’m not so sure.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” I forced the words out, but it was hard; my voice was weak, far off, small.
 
   No… it was impossible right?
 
   “Alyssa, right now I’m starting to realize nothing is impossible. Now we’re going back to the med bay.”
 
   “Shepherd, no.” I tried to pull my arm back. In reality, I could have pushed him away easily. All it would have taken was one thought, and I could have sent him spiraling into the wall.
 
   I wouldn’t do that to him, though. Not to him.
 
   “Alyssa,” he dipped his head down until our helmets almost met, “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
 
   I was readying a reply, but suddenly I stopped. My goddamn heart gave a shudder. I swear it did. A pressure spread through my chest as a distinct tightness formed around my eyes.
 
   I almost wanted to cry.
 
   It wasn’t just his words – and the implication he cared for me – it was the way he said it. The look he gave me.
 
   “Please,” he added. There was a real note of fragility to his voice.
 
   “I… okay.” I didn’t want to agree. Or at least my body didn’t want to. It felt as if every cell was being drawn forward.
 
   But something stopped me. That look and the promise behind it.
 
   With his hand still on my arm, he twisted me around and led me forward.
 
   My head jerked around to stare at the wall. I couldn’t stop myself.
 
   He ducked in beside me until all I could see was his chest and arm. “I’ll be okay,” he promised in a low tone that somehow reverberated down his hand and into his arm.
 
   I looked at his hand, then slowly up to his face. “Promise?”
 
   He let out a short frustrated chuckle. Then he met my gaze again. It was almost electric. “Promise.”
 
   I let him lead me away from that wall. If it had been anyone else, I wouldn’t have gone. I wouldn’t have let a goddamn heavy cruiser pull me away.
 
   There was something so compelling about that glistening grey-white metal. It felt alive in the strangest way possible.
 
   Alive and watching me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Anabelle Williams
 
   I didn’t want to go down to the dig site. And I have no idea why not.
 
   My stomach churned, and I kept patting at it invectively with the cumbersome glove of my EV suit.
 
   I was walking with a security team. Ever since Shepherd had radioed in with his eerie report about creatures, every recon team had beefed up their security.
 
   Maybe that was it, I told myself as I swallowed hard. It was just fear keeping me from that crater. Nothing else.
 
   And as a competent well-trained officer in the Star Forces, I’d been trained to modulate my fear and at times push it away completely.
 
   I drove a breath hard through my chest.
 
   It didn’t work. That unsettling feeling still sank deep into the center of my stomach, as if someone were trying to core me like an apple.
 
   I swallowed hard, even bringing up a hand and pressing it flat against my throat.
 
   I’d been taught to never follow your gut instincts, not without a good dash of reason.
 
   Reason was telling me there was nothing wrong, but my gut instincts were going wild.
 
   With every new step I took towards the crater and the dig site within, I felt… I felt as if they would be my last.
 
   I was walking towards Hell itself.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   It didn’t take long to reach the Ra’xon.
 
   The trip up in our shuttle was short.
 
   Shepherd watched over me the whole way. Every five seconds he’d turn around in the pilot seat to check on me.
 
   I understood why.
 
   Something… had happened to me down on that moon. I couldn’t describe it. Now I was far enough away from that wall, I could feel what it had done to me. How it had compelled me. It was as if it had reached into my mind and controlled my very limbs.
 
   I shivered again.
 
   We arrived in the hangar bay, and Shepherd jerked his head towards me. “You okay?”
 
   “Fine,” I managed.
 
   He shot me the kind of look that told me he didn’t believe a word I said. “I’m taking you to the med bay, now.”
 
   I could have fought him; there was no point.
 
   I may have had the power of telekinesis at my fingertips, but Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd had something else. Something far more powerful. Single-minded determination. If he had implants, he’d be a force of nature.
 
   I watched Shepherd check something on his wrist device as he strode next to me.
 
   “You’re checking on the dig site, aren’t you?” I prompted him.
 
   He nodded, eyes still locked on his device.
 
   “What’s happening down there?” My stomach suddenly lurched, and my tone became fragile.
 
   That got his attention. He assessed me quickly. “How are your implants?”
 
   “They’re fine, Shepherd. But what’s happening down on that moon?” Again, I couldn’t control my tone. It pitched up and down like a broken recording.
 
   “Nothing much. They’re trying to assess that… wall,” he picked over his words carefully, tone dropping as if he was deliberately whispering so I couldn’t hear him.
 
   Maybe he thought that at the mere mention of the wall I would lose my mind again.
 
   I sighed. “I’m okay now. Promise. I… don’t exactly know what happened down there, though,” I admitted.
 
   “So something did happen to you, then?”
 
   I forced myself to nod. I brought my hands up and looked at them, turning them over as I assessed them in full. “I have no idea what it was. It was… that wall….” I shuddered.
 
   “I’m going to get the Doc to check you out,” he said forcefully.
 
   “Then what? You’re not going to go back down there, are you?” Real fear punched through my voice.
 
   Shepherd seemed to notice. He narrowed his eyes. “I should be leading the mission.”
 
   “And I took you away from your duty.” I fidgeted with my hands.
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’d still be down there if it weren’t for me… freaking out.” I lowered my gaze, dropping it to the floor.
 
   “Don’t think like that, Alyssa. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to ensure your safety.”
 
   At first, it was as if he wasn’t aware of what he’d said. He kept facing forward, gaze drifting back to his wrist device every few seconds.
 
   My heart stopped. I felt it ground to a halt in my chest.
 
   Then he jerked his head back, blinked, and his cheeks reddened.
 
   My heart was catapulted into action, as if someone had jolted it with an electric shock.
 
   He cleared his throat, fumbled with his short hair, wiped his hands on his pants, and shook his head. “I didn’t… mean to suggest…. never mind.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile, when he wasn’t looking, of course.
 
   We arrived at the med bay. It was far less crowded than it had been before our mission. The medical staff had successfully managed to clear up most of their patients. Only a few critical cases were left.
 
   The CMO looked up as we entered. She frowned as her gaze darted towards me. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “That’s what I would like to know,” Shepherd admitted through a sigh. “Something… happened to Alyssa down on that moon.”
 
   “What?” the CMO asked immediately.
 
   Now I was in the position of having to explain myself, I had no idea what to say. It wasn’t as if I’d been attacked down there, it wasn’t as if my implants had suddenly reacted to something.
 
   Nothing had really happened, nothing tangible, anyway. Just that compulsion.
 
   I shivered again.
 
   It caught Shepherd’s attention immediately. He flicked his gaze from me back to the CMO. “I need you to do what you can,” he stated in a clear, commanding tone.
 
   The CMO reached beside her, plucked up the medical scanner, and turned it on as she walked towards me.
 
   I felt awkward standing there beside Shepherd while the CMO worked.
 
   Which was new. I’d felt a lot of different sensations and emotions over the past few years, but rarely had I been provided the opportunity to feel awkward. Embarrassment didn’t come easily when you were desperately fleeing for your life.
 
   After a few short minutes the CMO shook her head, stepped back, and shrugged. “She seems fine to me. I’m not picking up anything unusual.”
 
   Shepherd sighed, his frustration clear as he brought a hand up and scratched his nails into the back of his head before tapping that same hand hard into his thigh. “There has to be something we’re not picking up.”
 
   “It’s a possibility, considering I’m unfamiliar with the technology behind her implants. Still, there certainly doesn’t seem to be any immediate danger to Alyssa’s life. Are you feeling any pain?” She switched her attention to me. “Headaches? Nausea? Dizziness? Weakness?”
 
   “I’ve still got a slight headache, but to be honest, it’s better than it was before.”
 
   The CMO nodded and returned her gaze to Shepherd. “I know you don’t want to hear this, Lieutenant Commander, but there’s nothing more I can do.”
 
   Shepherd actually swore under his breath. Though he was no longer in the Star Forces, and the resistance didn’t require the same stringent level of decorum, it was an unusual move for him.
 
   It hinted at how frustrating this situation was for him.
 
   “Doc,” he suddenly said, a pale kind of look washing over his features, “can you tell what kind of technology her implants are? I mean, what they are based on?”
 
   The CMO frowned. “I already said I’m unfamiliar with its design.”
 
   “No, I don’t mean the design; I mean the basic infrastructure. Is it similar to other devices in the Star Forces arsenal?”
 
   The CMO paused, appearing to think. “It would be hard to give you a definitive answer without access to accurate scans.”
 
   “What’s your gut feeling?” Shepherd practically spoke over the top of her.
 
   “That this technology is new. Different. I’ve certainly never seen anything like it in the databases.”
 
   “So you don’t think it’s Star Forces?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “So it is based on Star Forces technology?”
 
   “Where are you going with this, Lieutenant Commander?”
 
   “I want you to tell me if her implants,” he lowered his tone and shifted his shoulder to the side as if he didn’t want me to hear him, “have any similarities with the technology we found down on that moon.”
 
   The CMO looked startled, her eyebrows rising high above her short fringe. “Why would you suspect that?”
 
   “I just want an answer. Our recon team down at the dig site have already sent the Ra’xon preliminary scans. Is there any way to cross reference the readings they picked up with Alyssa’s implants?”
 
   I thought the CMO would shake her head, but she didn’t. Instead she let out a long, exasperated sigh. “I have other work to do, you know?”
 
   “Trust me, Doc, this is extremely important,” Shepherd’s tone reverberated with undeniable gravitas.
 
   It had the desired effect on the CMO. She offered a short nod, gave a sigh, plucked up her scanner, and frowned as she typed something into it. “Alyssa, take a seat. This shouldn’t take too long.”
 
   I watched Shepherd take a much-needed deep breath. So much tension had built along his shoulders and high into his jaw it looked as if he’d compress into a single point.
 
   He waited by my side the entire time. Even though I knew he was eager to get back down to the moon, he still stayed beside me.
 
   That meant something, didn’t it?
 
   This wasn’t just the Lieutenant Commander looking out for his crew.
 
   This was….
 
   He suddenly turned to me, a comforting smile spreading across his lips as he ticked his head to the side. “How are you holding up?”
 
   “Fine.” I tucked my hair behind my ears and searched for something to say. Something appropriate. Suddenly my mind was blank. All I could think of saying were things that were completely inappropriate given that the CMO was a few meters away and well within earshot.
 
   I wanted to tell Shepherd… that I was starting to fall for him. Or maybe I’d never started to fall for him – maybe since the day I’d met him I’d felt something for the guy.
 
   Sure, he was handsome, but I didn’t really go in for looks. It was… it was the fact he’d never left me behind. So many people had. So many people had dismissed me. Shepherd hadn’t. He’d figured out something was wrong the day he’d met me, and since then, he’d never left my side.
 
   I felt myself blush, cheeks reddening as my heart beat harder and harder.
 
   “You okay?” The CMO suddenly looked up sharply. “I’m registering—”
 
   “I’m fine,” I cleared my throat quickly. “I’m just thinking about things I shouldn’t.”
 
   The CMO gave me a grim nod. She took that to mean I was remembering my trauma aboard the Miracle.
 
   I was serious – I was thinking about things I shouldn’t. Why bother entertaining feelings for Shepherd? They would never come to anything. There would never be time. Plus, who would trust me? Trust me enough for intimacy? I couldn’t even trust myself. I had no idea when I’d have another episode, when I’d run out of compound 78, when I’d freak out about my new implants again.
 
   I let out a heavy sigh, eyes closing as I wrapped one arm around my middle.
 
   I heard him shift, boots squeaking slightly over the polished floor.
 
   A second later I opened my eyes to see he was right by the bed beside me.
 
   He looked into my eyes. “We’ll figure this out. Promise.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile. Even though I’d just convinced myself nothing could happen between us, I couldn’t stop my lips from springing into action.
 
   There was something about him.
 
   There was just something about him.
 
   “This doesn’t make sense,” the CMO suddenly interrupted.
 
   We both switched our attention back to her.
 
   “What?” he asked quickly.
 
   “I…” she trailed off.
 
   “What is it?” Shepherd shifted forward, taking several short sharp steps until he stood beside the CMO and stared down at the medical scanner in her hand. “What are we looking at?”
 
   “Evidence that you’re right,” she said through a startled breath.
 
   “What?”
 
   “There are similarities between the implants Alyssa carries and that wall down there,” the CMO couldn’t control her tone. It pitched. Shook. Clear worry filtering between every word.
 
   I watched Shepherd pale. From the top of his brow down to his strong jaw, his skin became as white as powdered snow. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Like I said, I can’t be sure until we gain full scans of her implants. But my initial investigation has found a strong link. That wall down there possesses a remarkable ability to heal; Alyssa’s implants possess that same ability.”
 
   Shepherd took a jerked step back.
 
   I pushed myself off the medical bed, taking a wary step towards him.
 
   He didn’t swivel his gaze towards me until I reached his side.
 
   A punch of nerves slammed into my gut. “What does this mean?” I asked him rather than the CMO. I couldn’t tear my gaze off him.
 
   “I have no idea,” the CMO replied.
 
   “Alyssa, I want you to tell me exactly what happened to you down in that crater.” Shepherd fixed me in his laser-like gaze, making it impossible to turn away. “Don’t leave any details out – tell me everything.”
 
   I took a breath. “It terrified me. But at the same time… I don’t know.” I brought a hand up and massaged my temple with stiff fingers.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know. It compelled me. It was like it was drawing me forward. I wasn’t really aware of anything else anymore. Academically I knew you were right there and you were talking to me, but I could barely hear you. All I wanted to do was reach out and touch it,” the words came tumbling out. There was no reason to keep that secret any more.
 
   I watched Shepherd give the CMO a frightened look.
 
   Then he took a jerked step back. He brought a hand up and tapped his command PIP. “Captain, do we have any telekinetic warriors down at the dig site?”
 
   “Yes. Williams. Why do you ask?” the Captain’s voice filtered over the audio system of Shepherd’s PIP.
 
   “Recall her. Now.” It wasn’t usual for a lieutenant commander to order a captain around, but no one would be able to deny the tension running through Shepherd’s tone.
 
   “Very well. I will send a message now.”
 
   Several seconds passed.
 
   I watched Shepherd, watched him struggle to take a breath, his chest barely capable of expanding as his muscles locked it in place.
 
   “I have recalled her. She claims she is currently completing an important task—”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Get her out of that crater now.”
 
   “What’s going on, Lieutenant Commander?”
 
   “Any telekinetic warrior down there could be in real danger.”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “I have recalled her. She has assured me she is on her way.”
 
   I watched Shepherd close his eyes and let out a relieved breath.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander, I want to know everything you do, now,” the Captain demanded.
 
   Shepherd turned to the CMO. “Fill her in.”
 
   “Where are you going?” the CMO demanded.
 
   “To check on Williams. I know her,” he said ominously.
 
   “She wouldn’t ignore a captain’s order,” the CMO pointed out.
 
   Shepherd didn’t look convinced. “Fill the Captain in.” He turned sharply on his boots and headed for the door.
 
   I followed.
 
   “Stay here, Alyssa,” he said as he turned over his shoulder sharply.
 
   “I’m coming,” I stated flatly. “There’s nothing wrong with me. Plus, I think I’m going to have a better chance of convincing Williams than you will. I know what happened to me. I can explain why it’s dangerous.”
 
   He couldn’t argue with that.
 
   We dashed out of the medical bay just as the CMO started filling in the Captain on what we’d learnt.
 
   I instinctively knew we didn’t have much time. As the seconds ticked by, they counted down to something.
 
   Hell.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   I hadn’t expected the Captain’s desperate order for my return.
 
   I hadn’t even reached the dig site yet.
 
   I didn’t know how I felt about being recalled to the Ra’xon. In part, it relieved me. I didn’t want to be down here. As soon as I’d set foot on this planet… something had welled within me. A desperate kind of fear that couldn’t be quelled by reason.
 
   And yet, now I’d been recalled, I didn’t want to go.
 
   Something was keeping me here.
 
   It was a compulsion. It reached deep inside my chest, and locked me in place, like mag clamps docking a cruiser.
 
   For the umpteenth time, I brought a hand up and wiped the condensation from my visor.
 
   My security team was with me.
 
   As we walked, we didn’t say a word. Our shuttle was only one hundred meters away now. I could see it in between the beads of condensation along my visor. It was just up a small hill.
 
   Despite Shepherd’s warning, no one else had met another one of the so-called creatures.
 
   That all changed. In a flash.
 
   I think I knew what would happen before anyone heard a sound. Before the noise of claws scattering over the rock and dust met our ears, I turned.
 
   I jerked my head to the left, my eyes snapping wide, my breath freezing in my chest.
 
   I screamed. Well before I saw it.
 
   Something threw itself out of the darkness. It slammed into one of the security personnel, driving hard into his chest, claws sinking into his abdomen and back so quickly a splatter of blood arced over the dust.
 
   All hell broke loose.
 
   The remaining three security officers started firing.
 
   I activated my implants.
 
   As I did, I felt something. Not fear. Not terror at seeing someone torn down.
 
   … Just something.
 
   Far off.
 
   Something calling me.
 
   For the briefest moment, I twisted my head, realizing I was turning back towards the dig.
 
   Then there was more scattering. More claws. More dark shapes in the night.
 
   Our small team backed together. Though the security officers were good, and their aim was true, our bullets did nothing.
 
   The creatures shifted around them, transporting in an instant. Blinking out of existence only to reappear a few centimeters to the side.
 
   It was impossible.
 
   I should have been screaming; I should have been terrified.
 
   I wasn’t.
 
   That compulsion was building more and more. In fact, the second I’d activated my implants, my fear had been washed away completely.
 
   I heard the security chief make a desperate call to the Captain. “We’re being mowed down. We need backup. We need backup.”
 
   They continued to fight.
 
   Me, I could do nothing but stand there. I’d activated my implants with the intention of helping. Now I could do nothing but watch. Watch with that semi-cold, detached feeling one gets when one is observing nothing more than a movie. A play. A fiction.
 
   There were countless creatures out there now.
 
   Flashes of dark in the night.
 
   They were driving us back.
 
   Back towards the dig.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Alyssa and I were headed to one of the communications decks.
 
   We didn’t make it.
 
   When we were halfway there, we received a desperate call from the Captain. “Something’s happening down on that moon, Lieutenant Commander. Williams’ security team has just been attacked.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We’ve positioned the Ra’xon directly over the crater, and we’re using probe cameras to pick up footage of what’s going on. Head to one of the observational rooms. There is one on your deck.”
 
   I didn’t question.
 
   With Alyssa at my side, we ran.
 
   We reached the room, the door sliding open as I grabbed the frame for support and threw myself in.
 
   The room was massive and located on the starboard side of the ship. One wall was nothing but a massive window. While it could show space directly outside, it could also be programmed like a view screen. Technically it was a backup should the computer be so badly disabled that it would be unable to show telemetry and footage. There were other such windows all around the Ra’xon. If your view screens failed, at least you’d be able to see what was in space around you.
 
   I didn’t have to activate the primary observational window. It flicked on by itself.
 
   I saw footage of the moon below us.
 
   My heart skipped a beat and then another. It felt like it would crack open and blood would spill over my boots.
 
   I saw three shapes from above. They were running, pitching themselves forward, some falling only for others to grab them up and hurl them onwards.
 
   My ears started to ring.
 
   I heard Alyssa gasp and throw a hand over her mouth.
 
   “What’s happening down there?” I snapped at the Captain.
 
   “Williams’ security team has been attacked by the creatures you identified.”
 
   My heart really did stop this time. I felt it shudder and then freeze.
 
   That’s when I saw them. Black shapes. They flit in and out like shadows at the sides of a flickering candle.
 
   “Our team is being forced back to the dig site,” the Captain said.
 
   I felt sick. Nausea drove through my stomach so hard it was a surprise I didn’t fall to my knees.
 
   “What?” I felt my cheeks pale.
 
   “We’re trying to beam them out. But for some reason, we can’t get a lock. There’s too much interference.”
 
   “No, you have to get them out. You have to get them out before it’s too late,” Alyssa suddenly said, speaking between her fingers as she drove them harder and harder against her mouth. I could see her knuckles pop out from her already white and pasty skin.
 
   “There’s gotta be something we can do,” I forced myself to say.
 
   “We’re working on it,” the Captain assured me.
 
   I could barely feel my limbs. Standing here above the action with no way to help was hell.
 
   Alyssa started to shake, and she sucked another grating gasp between her fingers. “It’s pulling her back towards the wall,” she suddenly said.
 
   A chill feeling escaped over my spine, every hair standing on end as I turned my head towards her. “What?”
 
   Alyssa didn’t look at me. Instead, she locked her wide open eyes on the screen and did not blink once. “Those creatures are pushing her back to the wall. It’s not going to let her go.”
 
   “… What’s not going to let her go?” I could barely control my voice.
 
   “It’s too late, Shepherd. We’re too late.”
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   We ran. The security chief pulled me along, firing over one shoulder as he tried desperately to keep his team alive.
 
   It wouldn’t matter.
 
   There would be no escape.
 
   As we threw ourselves over the dust covered ground, I could barely see any more. So much condensation had built up over the front of my visor it looked as if I was walking through a torrential downpour.
 
   But I could still make them out. Flashes in the darkness. The creatures.
 
   They should have terrified me. They didn’t. Something was still reaching out towards me. It had wrapped its hands around me now, and would not let go.
 
   What remained of our small team crested the hill.
 
   Before us was the dig site.
 
   I almost stopped. I would have if the security chief had been pulling me forward.
 
   It was….
 
   It was….
 
   I couldn’t describe it.
 
   It was like home.
 
   Like returning home.
 
   That crater was sunk deep into the ground, lit up here and there by hover lights.
 
   There was a sudden scream to my side, and another of the security officers fell to the creatures.
 
   A slice of blood arced up and splashed over the arm of my EV suit.
 
   I looked down at it slowly.
 
   I felt nothing.
 
   I wanted to feel something. I couldn’t. There was no room in my head.
 
   Something was filling it like water rushing into a dry riverbed.
 
   “Come on!” the security chief roared. He pushed me towards the lifts at the edge of the crater.
 
   The creatures kept driving us forward.
 
   Our desperate footfall scattered chunks of rock in every direction.
 
   The lifts were now 50 meters ahead of us. 40. 30.
 
   There was another scream. Another security officer fell.
 
   That left only me and the security chief.
 
   I saw flashes of his face through his visor. His eyes were plastered open, his mouth rigid with shock. He kept firing over his shoulder, sweaty fingers sliding over the trigger of his gun.
 
   His bullets did nothing. The creatures were too fast.
 
   10 meters. The lift was right in front of us.
 
   Five meters now.
 
   I heard a scattering right behind us.
 
   “Go!” The security chief rounded his shoulder into my back and shoved me forward, practically throwing me into the open lift.
 
   Then I heard something slam into him. Heard flesh being torn, heard blood splattering over the ground.
 
   I tumbled into the open lift, back slamming into one side.
 
   Just as I opened my eyes to face the creatures, the lift started of its own accord. The railings slammed down and the inertia shields flicked on.
 
   I saw the creatures stop.
 
   They didn’t surge forward any more.
 
   The lift rattled beneath me, shaking badly. I had to spread my hands out and draw my knees in to keep myself stable.
 
   That presence was still in my mind, calling to me louder and louder.
 
   It was so loud that even though I received desperate communications from the Ra’xon and the dig crew in the crater, I couldn’t hear them.
 
   I kept shaking now. Violently.
 
   My implants were still on. Even if I’d wanted to shut them off, I couldn’t.
 
   They glowed brightly, too. Much more brightly than they should.
 
   Something was increasing my power. Reaching into me and doing something to my implants.
 
   I should have cried, screamed, begged.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   Instead I sat there with my arms locked around my knees, my body shaking just as badly as the lift below me.
 
   With a grating stop, the lift arrived at the bottom of the crater.
 
   I unwrapped my arms from around my middle, stood, and walked out.
 
   I felt myself do all of those things, but it wasn’t me doing them.
 
   I walked towards the wall.
 
   I could see the rest of the dig team down here, pelting towards me, faces slack with shock.
 
   They tried to help me.
 
   I ignored them.
 
   I… couldn’t… do anything but walk towards that wall.
 
   Then I heard something filter over the communications system of my suit. One voice that broke through the reverie.
 
   Shepherd.
 
   “Williams. Williams. Get out of there. Get out of that dig site. Stay away from that wall.”
 
   “Na-Nathan?” my voice shook.
 
   “Yes! It’s me. Annabelle, you’ve got to trust me. Don’t go anywhere near that wall. Annabelle, fight it.”
 
   “Na-Nathan, I… I can’t.”
 
   “Williams, please. Please, don’t take another step towards it.”
 
   Tears started streaking down my cheeks.
 
   I tried with all my might to stop my limbs from taking another step forward.
 
   I couldn’t. It was like trying to tether photons.
 
   “Annabelle, please,” he called once more.
 
   “Nathan, h-help me,” I managed.
 
   I could feel it now. The fear. Nathan’s desperate call had broken the dam holding it back.
 
   It rushed through me. Consumed every cell.
 
   But there was nothing I could do.
 
   Nothing I could do.
 
   I screamed.
 
    
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   “Williams. Williams!” my voice pitched high, terror ringing through it.
 
   I gripped the edges of the console before me, leaning towards the observational screen, eyes locked open.
 
   “Williams!” I called once more.
 
   There was nothing.
 
   Her audio feed cut out.
 
   That last pitching scream echoed in my ears, slamming through my mind like a bullet.
 
   Suddenly Alyssa gasped. She pitched to the side, and I threw a hand out, locking it over her arm to steady her. “Alyssa?”
 
   She was pale, deathly pale, and her breathing came in sharp pants.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   She brought a hand up and collapsed it over her chest, stiff fingers curling in as she clutched hard at the fabric of her uniform.
 
   “Alyssa?”
 
   “I… god… I…” she couldn’t push her words out.
 
   I shifted around and grabbed an arm around her middle just as she fell forward, losing all strength in her legs.
 
   I guided her gently to the floor. Once she was stable, I snapped a hand up and slammed it on my command PIP.
 
   She darted out and grabbed my wrist. “No. I don’t need a doctor. I’m fine. You have to concentrate on getting Williams out of there. You have to get Williams out of there before it does something to her,” Alyssa’s words came out in a tumble, a jumble of emotion as her eyes opened wider and wider, tears brimming them and trickling down her cheeks.
 
   It was such a raw display of feelings that it felt as if someone had wrapped their hands around my heart and was shaking it with all the power of an earthquake.
 
   “You have to get Williams out of there. Before it… before it….”
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   “That… the wall. That… wall. What’s behind it – it’s going after her. It’s going after her, Nathan. I know it’s going after her!”
 
   “Alyssa, calm down,” I begged.
 
   It was clear she couldn’t calm down. Her whole body was shaking. She wasn’t convulsing, but she was close.
 
   I’d never seen anyone more terrified.
 
   I went to tap my command PIP again, but she stopped me. She locked her sweaty hand around my wrist, fingers pressing hard into the flesh. She brought her face forward with a lurch, her head jerking up, her hair flaring around her cheeks as she stared at me. “Get Williams out of there,” she begged.
 
   Before I could say anything, she pushed me back, locked a hand on the wall, and pulled herself to her feet.
 
   “Alyssa—”
 
   “Help me!”
 
   Before I could insist she go to the med bay, something happened. The view along the observational window changed. The smart, hyper-sensitive probe cameras of the Ra’xon shifted, zooming in all the way down to the crater below.
 
   I stood there, speechless as I watched.
 
   Something was happening to Williams.
 
   I couldn’t see her in perfect detail, but I knew it had to be her. It couldn’t be anyone else.
 
   There was someone standing there in the center of the dig site, facing the wall as every other person ran from them.
 
   Williams started to burn with light. It was the only way to describe it. So much illumination powered off her form that the console in front of me flashed up a warning to say it had to auto adjust brightness of the footage to keep them within safe levels.
 
   Alyssa crumpled, but she didn’t fall all the way to the floor. Instead both her knees drove hard into the metal plating, letting out a resounding clunk. She wrapped one sweaty arm around the console to balance herself, and reached the other one forward, typing something desperately onto the electronic pad.
 
   I’d never seen her eyes wider. It seemed as if they would swallow the whole world in their desperation.
 
   “We have to do… we have to do something,” she begged over and over again.
 
   What?
 
   There was nothing we could do.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   I couldn’t stop it.
 
   I couldn’t pull myself away.
 
   The force of that presence had now lifted me up off my feet. It had reached deep into my implants and activated them, channeling a level of power I had never before experienced.
 
   So much light surrounded me and spilled off my form that it felt as if I’d been turned into the center of the sun.
 
   I could hear my crew screaming behind me, but gradually the screams were becoming far off, almost insignificant.
 
   My mouth was locked open, my eyes as wide as they would go. I tried to scream, but no sound could come out.
 
   There was no way to express my fear. There was no point, either.
 
   That presence built and built, more power rushing off me, cascading out, gushing towards the wall.
 
   The wall filled my consciousness. There wasn’t room for anything else. For no other memory, for no other thought.
 
   Just the wall and what was behind it.
 
   I was its key. I would open the door that had kept it back.
 
   And then, finally, it would be free.
 
   I tried to scream once more, jerking my head from left to right, but nothing happened.
 
   No sound.
 
   Then I began to hear something. A low grating groan, coming from the direction of the wall. As my power slammed into it, more and more light filtering off my form, the wall began to shift. Move. Convulse as if it were a wave crashing to shore.
 
   Despite the inescapable brightness of my telekinetic power, I could still see. My eyes weren’t burnt from my skull.
 
   The wall shifted more and more. It looked like a sheet flapping in the wind.
 
   I could no longer hear the screams of my crew. Either they’d been drowned out by the metal undulations of the wall, or they’d stopped.
 
   While the light pouring off me couldn’t kill me, perhaps they weren’t as fortunate. Perhaps I’d already burnt them to a crisp.
 
   I… I was more terrified than I would ever be in my life. Than anyone had ever been.
 
   I tried to whimper.
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   I tried to scream.
 
   No scream would come.
 
   Instead I remained there, floating in the air, arms pulled wide by my sides, power cascading off me.
 
   I remained there and waited for the wall to open.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   God it was coming out.
 
   It was coming out.
 
   There’d be no stopping it now.
 
   I could hear it calling to me. Reaching out for me.
 
   But I was too far away. It couldn’t catch me.
 
   It wanted me. Wanted me more than it wanted Williams. It could do so much more with my form. But without me, it had no option but to use Williams instead.
 
   I felt crippled.
 
   I could barely move.
 
   Both Shepherd and I were still in the observational room, staring, slack-jawed and terrified at the view on the screen.
 
   There was nothing we could do. I knew that. But I couldn’t stop begging Shepherd to do something. Anything. To save us all.
 
   There was nothing Shepherd could do.
 
   There was nothing any of us
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I had no idea what was going on.
 
   No clue.
 
   I’d never seen anything like this. I’d never felt anything like this. The terror tumbling through my form was sharper than anything anyone had ever experienced. It felt as if it would carve my body into pieces and crush me into dust.
 
   I stood there with one hand locked on the edge of that main console, my arm shaking so badly it felt as if it would tear from my shoulder socket.
 
   I could barely breathe. And yet I was holding up better than Alyssa.
 
   She was crumpled beside me, whimpering, staring with tear-streaked eyes at the view playing along the observational window.
 
   Williams.
 
   Williams.
 
   She’d been lifted into the air like a puppet without strings.
 
   Her implants were on. There was so much power rushing off them that it looked as if a star was being born.
 
   All that power centered on the wall.
 
   There was so much interference, but there was still enough visual to make out what was happening to that megalithic slab of metal.
 
   It was undulating like a wave. I’d never seen anything like it. What’s more, neither had the sensors. The Ra’xon’s sophisticated external scanners had absolutely no idea what they were picking up.
 
   Something new.
 
   Something terrible.
 
   The Ra’xon had tried to beam Williams out. We couldn’t. Heck, with the amount of power coming off her, it was questionable we could even send down a shuttle without it being torn apart by gravitational eddies.
 
   I brought a hand up and locked it over my mouth, feeling the sweat laced fingers press against my teeth.
 
   There was nothing I could do.
 
   There was nothing anyone could do.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   I fought it. I tried to fight.
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   I was too weak.
 
   In a rush, in a flash, it entered my mind.
 
   It took me over completely.
 
   And the wall opened.
 
   As my eyes closed, as I lost all control of my body, I saw it.
 
   The wall simply melted, gushing down into a massive puddle at the bottom of the crater.
 
   And beyond? Beyond was darkness.
 
   The deepest darkness you had ever seen.
 
   It reached out.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   “No!” I screamed, the word tearing from my throat, coming up from my unconscious, practically destroying my body as I spat it out with all my force and fury.
 
   The wall fell away.
 
   In its place, darkness loomed. A darkness that could not be permeated, despite the powerful light still gushing off Williams’ form.
 
   I… I….
 
   I started to shake. Quiver, jerk so badly it was as if my composite atoms were about to pull free and bolt around the room.
 
   I knew what would happen long before the Ra’xon’s sensors began to go haywire.
 
   Something was going to come out of the wall.
 
   Something that had been waiting in the darkness for eons.
 
   Sure enough, suddenly Shepherd gasped. It was such a shaking, pitching breath it sounded as if his lungs had been crushed.
 
   I tilted my head back, forced myself to open my eyes, and stared.
 
   It was coming out of the wall.
 
   It was awakening.
 
   I clutched a hand over my mouth and sank down to my knees again, bones driving hard against the unyielding floor.
 
   Shepherd was right there next to me, one hand clutched on the railing that led around the side of the observational screen.
 
   The live footage from the dig site kept playing across it.
 
   I started to shake. My whole body twitched, like I was convulsing.
 
   Anabelle still floated there, right in front of the wall, her body suspended in clouds of power.
 
   I twitched so violently I almost fell backwards.
 
   Shepherd dropped to one knee and wrapped an arm around my back.
 
   Neither of us said anything as we watched in horror.
 
   Finally that wall melted away completely, every last remnant of the metal disappearing.
 
   The yawning darkness was revealed in its totality.
 
   Something moved within.
 
   I whimpered. It was a sharp, instinctual move. It came up from my center, from my soul.
 
   “Alyssa?” Nathan wrapped his arm harder around my back.
 
   “God,” I said between my fingers, my hand still clamped hard over my face. “God.”
 
   “Lieutenant Commander,” the Captain’s voice suddenly boomed over the comms.
 
   “We have to get to the bridge,” I suddenly said, punching to my feet and bringing a surprised Shepherd with me.
 
   “You have to get to the bridge,” the Captain mirrored my words.
 
   Shepherd looked torn as he stood there, one arm still pressed firmly around my back.
 
   I didn’t give him time to hesitate.
 
   I twisted, grabbed his wrist, and pulled him forward.
 
   It was coming through. The presence was coming through into this universe.
 
   That which was beyond the wall.
 
   My implants surged with energy. I had to use all my self-control not to turn them on.
 
   It was as if the thing beyond the wall was singing to them, calling out to them. Beckoning them.
 
   As we ran, my implants began to glitter with power, a faint gold glow picking up around my arms.
 
   “Alyssa?” Nathan jerked his head down to my arm. “Are you alright?”
 
   “We have to get to the bridge,” I repeated like a mantra. “We have to get to the bridge.”
 
   I could feel it more distinctly now. The presence. Now the wall was open, there was nothing between me and it.
 
   It was horrifying.
 
   I ran faster, throwing myself into a full sprint, Shepherd still held firmly in my grasp.
 
   “What happened to Annabelle? God, what happened to her?”
 
   I didn’t answer. Though I thought I knew the answer.
 
   What had happened to Annabelle should have happened to me. It would have happened to me if Shepherd hadn’t gotten me off that moon when he had.
 
   “It’s awakening,” I managed through a tortured breath.
 
   “What’s awakening?”
 
   I didn’t know. Not fully. I couldn’t conceive of what exactly was behind that wall.
 
   I just knew how terrifying it was. How dark.
 
   “Bridge,” I managed through another struggling breath, “we have to get to the bridge.”
 
   “What the hell is happening, Alyssa?”
 
   What was happening?
 
   We were all about to die.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   My heartbeat pounded in my ears, thrummed through my veins.
 
   I was wired with fear.
 
   Annabelle… she’d… something had happened to her.
 
   Alyssa was still pulling me forward. I could have tried to break her grip, but I knew instinctively that she wouldn’t let me.
 
   She looked terrified. Absolutely torn apart by fear.
 
   A red alert had picked up across the ship long ago, blaring through the corridors, that flickering light bleeding across the walls.
 
   The Ra’xon had been forced from battle to battle for the past few days, but I instinctively knew this was different.
 
   Something was down there on that moon.
 
   The Forgotten.
 
   My father’s words punched into my mind.
 
   We reached a lift, and when the doors didn’t open fast enough, Alyssa helped them along with a burst from her implants.
 
   She shoved me inside.
 
   Her face was pale with shock, her skin so white it looked as if all the blood had drained away from her body. She shook as she stood there, too, every breath seeming harder than the next.
 
   “What’s going on?” I tried once more, moving a step closer to her, even though we were already side-by-side.
 
   She jerked her head to the left and gazed up at me. Her pale brown eyes were wide, rimmed with white. “Shepherd,” she gulped, “I… we just have to get to the bridge.” She suddenly winced, a powerful twitch crossing down her shoulders and causing her to stagger to the side.
 
   I grabbed her arm to steady her. “Alyssa?”
 
   “I… I’m fine.”
 
   “No you’re not. What’s going on?”
 
   “It’s trying to get inside my head,” she suddenly admitted.
 
   I froze. My body felt colder than the ice core of a comet. “What?” my voice shuddered from my constricted throat.
 
   She turned to me sharply. “I think you’re right.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Whatever is behind that wall,” she wheezed through a breath, “it’s behind my implants too.” She brought up both her arms, for the first time dropping her grip around my wrist.
 
   I watched her stare at her implants, a faint gold glow still picking up over both and playing along the fabric of her sleeves.
 
   “Alyssa?”
 
   “I can feel it in my head. Calling me.”
 
   Nerves tangled in my gut, tying me up until it felt I couldn’t move. “What?”
 
   “If it hadn’t been Williams, it would have been me,” she admitted as she closed her eyes and winced.
 
   “What are you talking—”
 
   The lift opened. We reached the bridge.
 
   It was chaos.
 
   The Captain sat on the edge of her seat, her back as stiff as a pole as she watched the main view screens, her eyes shifting with the darting speed of a cat.
 
   She turned as soon as she heard the lifts open. “Get to tactical.” She jammed a hand towards a free station to her left.
 
   I did as I was told.
 
   Alyssa followed.
 
   “What’s going on, Captain?” I sat roughly in my seat, set my fingers darting across the controls, and turned to stare at the Captain.
 
   She didn’t make eye contact; she stared at the view screen.
 
   The footage of the dig site was still playing across it.
 
   I gasped, a breath rattling in my throat.
 
   The darkness was starting to push its way out of the now open wall.
 
   It moved like a cloud.
 
   Williams still hung there, suspended in the air.
 
   “We’ve got to save her,” I bellowed, terror ripping through me as I watched that dark cloud loom towards her.
 
   “There’s nothing we can do.”
 
   “Beam her out,” I spat.
 
   “We’ve tried. There’s massive spatial interference.” The Captain shifted further in her seat until she practically stood.
 
   I jerked my head back to the screen just in time to see that cloud snap forward.
 
   I buckled forward, letting out a choked breath.
 
   It consumed her.
 
   The cloud rushed past Annabelle.
 
   I froze.
 
   … She was dead.
 
   Annabelle was dead.
 
   “That spatial disturbance is building,” one of the sensor techs screamed. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s like… it’s like something’s trying to push its way into our space.”
 
   “Keep scanning it,” the Captain snapped.
 
   Williams was dead.
 
   She was dead.
 
   “Contact engineering. Tell them I want our engines operational now.” The Captain never took her eyes off the main screen.
 
   The view on the screen changed, the cloud billowing as if a strong wind had driven through it.
 
   I saw Williams.
 
   She was still there suspended in the air.
 
   She was still alive.
 
   “Captain, we have to do something,” I begged. “Williams is still alive.”
 
   “There’s nothing you can do for her,” someone said in a soft voice.
 
   It was Alyssa. She was still standing beside me, her pale face turned towards the screens.
 
   “What?” I shifted to face her.
 
   She looked… horrified.
 
   “There’s nothing you can do for her. It’s got her now. We… we need to leave.”
 
   “Captain!” the sensor tech bellowed, “there’s something coming out of that wall.”
 
   “What do you mean?” The Captain faced him.
 
   “Something… something’s forming out of it.”
 
   Everyone watched in horror as shapes started to emerge from that impenetrable darkness.
 
   At first it was impossible to tell what they were.
 
   Then one or two snapped forward, punching high into the sky, aiming towards the Ra’xon.
 
   “They’re ships!” the sensor technician screamed.
 
   “Ready weapons,” the Captain spat.
 
   The ships moved so goddamn fast, they punched through the upper layers of the moon’s thin atmosphere and smashed their way towards the Ra’xon.
 
   “Shoot them down,” the Captain bellowed.
 
   The Ra’xon let loose with a volley of ion blasts. They should have been enough to take down a light cruiser.
 
   They weren’t enough to dent those two small ships.
 
   “Our weapons are having no effect.”
 
   “Phase torpedoes, now.” The Captain sliced a stiff hand towards the screen.
 
   Phase torpedoes were the strongest weapons in the Ra’xon’s arsenal. The warheads were as large as the tiny ships assaulting us. It seemed like a ridiculous waste.
 
   No one questioned the Captain’s order.
 
   The torpedoes were launched, and both slammed into the tiny vessels.
 
   “Direct hits,” the tactical officer called. “Good god,” she said in another breath, “we’ve managed to disable but not destroy them.”
 
   What the hell were we dealing with here? Those torpedoes should have obliterated those ships, scattered their remnants through the moon’s atmosphere.
 
   “Captain, more vessels are forming from that void,” the sensor tech warned in a shaking voice.
 
   We all turned our attention back to the main view screen. Sure enough, more vessels were picking their way out of the darkness.
 
   “We have to leave,” the Captain said all of a sudden.
 
   “Captain,” I twisted in my seat, staring at her, “our team is still down there.”
 
   “I know that,” she admitted in a broken tone, “but there’s nothing we can do against those ships. We have to leave.”
 
   I knew she was right. But goddammit, I couldn’t leave Williams. Not if there was a chance she was still alive.
 
   Alyssa still stood beside me, her back ramrod straight, her hands clutched into such tight fists it was a surprise I didn’t see blood trickling between her fingers.
 
   She stared at the view screen.
 
   Those sleek unknown vessels kept punching towards the Ra’xon. We were managing to pick off the smaller ones, but it was inconceivably hard for their size. They were little more than single-person vessels, and yet they packed the punch of well-equipped military cruisers.
 
   “Chief, all power to engines. We need to get the Ra’xon and the Miracle out of here. Now.”
 
   “I’ll give you everything I’ve got, Captain,” the Chief roared.
 
   “We need to get out of here,” Alyssa suddenly said in a small terrified tone.
 
   The exact note of panic in her voice terrified me. A wave of nerves punched down my neck, setting every hair on end. “Alyssa?”
 
   “We have to get out of here,” she said, louder now, voice still shaking.
 
   “Lieutenant—” the Captain began.
 
   “We have to get out of here,” Alyssa practically screamed.
 
   The bridge fell silent as everyone watched her.
 
   Her breath became rapid, punching her chest out like hands rattling at a cage.
 
   “Alyssa—”
 
   “It’s waking up,” she cried, “it’s waking up. We need to leave. We need to leave.” She sank down to her knees, crunching her body low over her legs.
 
   I wanted to fall to my own knees to check on her.
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   “We can’t fight it. We don’t have a chance. We have to leave,” she screamed, voice pitching high.
 
   “Lieutenant—” the Captain began.
 
   She stopped.
 
   We saw something start to lift up from the wall.
 
   The sensor tech jerked back from her station as if she been burnt.
 
   “What is it?” the Captain snapped, so much tension running through her voice it sounded like her throat would shatter.
 
   “Another ship is forming. It’s massive. It’s… it’s ten times bigger than the Ra’xon.”
 
   A terrified silence filtered through the ship.
 
   The Captain snapped to her feet.
 
   I watched in dumbfounded silence as the view screen zeroed in on the ship.
 
   It was huge.
 
   “Chief,” the Captain bellowed, “get me engines.”
 
   “I’m on it, I’m on it.”
 
   “Now.”
 
   Alyssa rocked back on her haunches, her arms still locked around her knees, her eyes wide with terror, her cheeks as pale as alabaster.
 
   That ship pulled up from the dust, crackles of bright blue electricity surging over its hull.
 
   More and more little ships formed around it.
 
   It was an army.
 
   It was a goddamn army.
 
   “Chief!” the Captain bellowed once more.
 
   “Done! We’ve got them. Engines are ready.”
 
   “Run,” the Captain ordered.
 
   We did.
 
   There was a single moment where the Ra’xon’s engines were initiated. A single moment where everyone on that bridge looked down at that army in horror.
 
   Then a pulse of light filtered over the screen and we jumped.
 
   “Full speed. Don’t stop until we run out of power,” the Captain commanded.
 
   “Got it,” the Chief shouted in reply.
 
   “Are those ships following?” the Captain snapped.
 
   The sensor tech hunched over her console.
 
   Everyone watched her.
 
   Everyone waited.
 
   “No. No indication they’re following.”
 
   “Yet,” the Captain added before anyone could relax.
 
   Alyssa suddenly took a breath and clamped her hands around her head.
 
   “Alyssa?” I couldn’t help it this time, and I threw myself off my chair and plunged down to a knee next to her. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”
 
   It took a while before she could drop her tensed hands from around her face.
 
   She looked up into my eyes.
 
   Her pale brown eyes had never been more startling.
 
   I swallowed. “Alyssa?”
 
   “They’re not following,” she managed through a breath. “They’re not following.”
 
   The Captain took a snapped step towards her. “How do you know?”
 
   “I… I don’t know. But… they’re not following.”
 
   Nobody relaxed.
 
   No one could.
 
   We’d poked a hornet’s nest. We’d awoken a monster.
 
   Still on my knees, one supportive hand on Alyssa’s back, I turned my attention back to the view screen. It showed space struck through with lines of stars as we travelled at maximum BL.
 
   Finally I turned back to the Captain.
 
   Our eyes met.
 
   “What have we done?” she asked simply.
 
   What have we done?
 
   Thank you for reading Episode Four.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Episode Five
 
   Divide and Conquer
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Words couldn't begin to describe the destruction.
 
   Lives, ships, planets, whole goddamn sectors, all lost to the Forgotten.
 
   Sweat slicked my brow, coating my top lip, collecting under my chin. My heart started to beat hard in my chest as I stood there and considered the window before me and the plain view of space beyond. Darkness struck through with stars.
 
   I was like a man in a dream. No. A nightmare. Two weeks ago when we’d inadvertently woken the Forgotten, we couldn't have known then what we’d started. A war. A war that could consume the entire Milky Way.
 
   Tension built in my chest, driving hard towards my feet, sinking into my knees, pushing into the ground.
 
   There was a beep from behind me. A notification from the computer. I knew what it was without asking.
 
   “The latest galaxy-wide casualty reports have arrived,” the computer said in its toneless electronic voice.
 
   I clenched my teeth hard, grating them together, feeling the jittering shudder pass deep into my jaw. “Read them aloud,” I said reluctantly. In all truth, I wanted to run from them. Hide. But I couldn't. I had a job to do. We all had a job to do now. The resistance may have formed to destroy the Star Forces, but now our goals had morphed. Unless this galaxy pulled together, we wouldn’t have the strength to push the Forgotten back. No single group, no matter how powerful, had the requisite technology and manpower to make a dent in the Forgotten's never-ending surge. They were the greatest enemy the Milky Way had ever seen.
 
   My mind reeled just thinking of it. I couldn’t process it, couldn’t grow accustomed to the existential threat at our door.
 
   I brought a hand up and pushed it against my teeth, letting my fingers slip and slide over my sweaty lips.
 
   “The casualty reports in the last 24 hours,” the computer began, “the Star Forces have lost approximately five heavy cruisers, three light cruisers, two refueling tanks….”
 
   I stopped listening.
 
   I fell off a cliff and plummeted deep into self-pity and regret. I couldn't shake the guilt, no one on the Ra’xon could. We all felt responsible for what had happened. If we hadn't been there, if we hadn't taken Williams to that wall, then the Forgotten wouldn’t have awoken, right?
 
   Wrong. If we hadn’t awoken them, the Star Forces would have. And if not them, someone else.
 
   The Forgotten would have lured a telekinetic warrior close enough to do their bidding.
 
   The one silver lining of this entire sorry affair was that the Forgotten hadn’t gotten their hands on Alyssa. She was still here with us – with me – and she was holding up, maybe better than I was. It was hard, though – the Forgotten were calling to her. She’d told me she could hear them in her mind like a far-off choir.
 
   I still didn't understand their technology. No one did. Our scientists were grappling with it every second of every day. The Forgotten had a level of development hundreds of years beyond ours. Not only could those creatures instantly transport from site-to-site, traversing up to hundreds of kilometers at a time, but their ships were in a world of their own. Undefeatable. They travelled twice as fast as our maximum beyond-light capacity, and their weapons were the most powerful ever seen. They could obliterate a heavy cruiser in a matter of minutes.
 
   I did it again – I closed my eyes, forced them tightly shut, squeezed the skin until it felt as if I’d push my eyeballs right through my skull.
 
   I drove my teeth into my bottom lip, pushed them around, crumpled the flesh between them until it felt as if I'd slice it into shreds.
 
   “That is the end of the casualty report,” the computer suddenly beeped, “do you want it read again?”
 
   “No,” I said in a gravelly tone.
 
   I'd heard enough. Instead, reluctantly, I forced myself to turn, and I headed for the door.
 
   This war would not end without sacrificing everything we had, and it was time to get back to the fray.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   The bridge of the Ra’xon was a mess, cables splaying from every compartment, littering the floor like veins pulled from someone’s arm. View screens were cracked, and singed consoles had borne the brunt of battle after battle. But we were still alive, goddammit, we were still alive.
 
   And somehow I was holding it together. I didn't know why. With the constant ringing in my head, I should have been nothing more than a vegetable. I wasn't. And maybe that was because of Shepherd.
 
   He hadn’t left my side, not before the war had begun and not in the two weeks since.
 
   I brought a hand up and rested it against my chest, pushing my fingers hard against the tough fabric of my uniform.
 
   “Shift that console,” a technician suddenly asked, pointing to a mangled console to my left.
 
   If I had to hazard a guess, it had once been the primary communications panel. Now it was just a chunk of singed, charred metal, warped when a gel pack had exploded within it.
 
   I extended a hand, spread my fingers, and easily pulled the console up, lifting it high into the air and shifting it across the room.
 
   I'd settled into my new implants. I no longer felt the awesome power beckoning me. I could find a calm place in my mind, if I pushed myself. And there I could control them without being controlled by them. But I had to admit it was hard. It was hard, because whenever I used my implants, I could hear them louder. Those voices. That whispering, far-off song.
 
   I forced down the bile that rose in my throat as I thought about it. I set the console down, nodded at the technician, and stood back, eyes flicking from one side of the bridge to the other.
 
   The crew worked tirelessly. We each had a six hour shakedown a day – for every other hour, we worked nonstop.
 
   We were ready to drop and strung out, but we were still pushing on. And that meant something, right? Whether it meant we could possibly win against the Forgotten, I didn't know. But it meant something to me. It meant enough that I could live through another day.
 
   “How are you holding up?” someone suddenly asked from behind me. It was the Chief. She was covered in grime. It tracked up her arms and collected under her nails.
 
   It looked as if she hadn't washed for a week, and maybe she hadn't. Of all the people on the Ra’xon and the Miracle, she was by far the most overworked. With her specialized knowledge of engine cores, she was the only thing keeping us alive.
 
   While I could shift a console from one side of the room to the other with nothing but a thought, I couldn't keep these two ships running and fighting.
 
   “Me, I'm fine.” I swiveled my head to follow her. “How about you?”
 
   She didn't answer. Instead, she brushed past, got down on one knee, pulled back a panel in the floor, and started rummaging through some gel packs surrounded by a net of bright blue and green sensors.
 
   I stood next to her and watched. Her shoulders were hunched as her six arms worked tirelessly. Here and there, her hands shivered from weakness and fatigue.
 
   “Is there anything I can do? Is there any way to help?”
 
   The Chief didn't answer. Not right away. She finished doing what she was doing, sighed, stood up, and shook her head. “Just live another day.” With that, she turned and walked out.
 
   I sighed through my teeth, twisted on my foot, and followed her.
 
   Before I could make it out of the room there was a ping from one of the consoles to my left. I snapped my head around and stared as a sensor technician threw himself at the panel, fingers darting over it, sweat dripping down his brow as he yanked his head back and stared at the view screen. “We’re picking up more distress signals. Looks like there’s a civilian transport that’s been torn apart by Forgotten raiders. There’s….”
 
   I watched the technician’s shoulders tense.
 
   “There’s no survivors,” he said, voice striking a hollow note as it rang through the bridge.
 
   No one said anything. There was nothing to say.
 
   We all turned and went back to work.
 
   I headed into the superfast lift, waiting as an injured ensign hobbled out, ignoring the massive gash in her leg and thrusting herself at the closest station, checking some engineering report.
 
   I let my gaze follow her until the doors swiftly shut before me. I closed my eyes.
 
   I felt it – the guilt. How could I not feel it? I felt responsible for this, felt responsible for every injury on the Ra’xon. Because they were hounding me – the Forgotten. They were hounding this ship, but only because they were after me.
 
   Though they had Williams, they wanted me. They needed my ability to interact with their implants perfectly. And once they had me… once they had me….
 
   I clenched my teeth together, so much pain and tension shifting through my jaw it was a surprise my body didn't implode.
 
   With a soft ping, the superfast lift opened, and I entered onto deck 15. Forcing myself out, I straightened my back, smoothed a calm look over my face, and forced myself to walk forward.
 
   I smiled at every crew member I passed. I tried to support them any way I could, because they were doing this for me.
 
   I reached the med bay and walked in. It was time for my daily appointment.
 
   If the war with the Forgotten weren’t bad enough, my dependence on 78 had increased immeasurably. We were going through our supplies so quickly we’d run out in under a month.
 
   The Doc looked up as I entered and shifted towards me, placing the scanner she was using down on a trolley and pointing to a bed.
 
   She didn't have to explain the procedure to me anymore. I knew.
 
   I walked over to the bed, sat on the edge, closed my eyes briefly, and let out a massive sigh. That's when I heard it: the door opening and hurried footsteps headed my way.
 
   I smiled. Before I opened my eyes, I knew who it was. Shepherd. Despite the fact he was about as overworked as the Chief, he always made time for this appointment. He always stood by my side.
 
   “How’s she going, Doc?”
 
   The Doc returned from her office carrying a heavy metal case. She swiped a hand over the sensor above the handle, and with a few words and clicks the case opened, revealing the 78 within. “She’ll be fine in a moment.”
 
   My heart skipped, raced, sweat slicking my brow, breath becoming trapped in my chest like a hard lump.
 
   Without a word Shepherd shifted closer to me. Though he didn't reach out a hand to touch me, he didn't have to. His mere presence was enough.
 
   “Everything is fine, Lieutenant Commander; her scans are normal.”
 
   Shepherd nodded, then he turned his attention to me. I swore I heard the muscles in his neck shift. I swore I was that attuned to his body that I could pick up even the slightest movement.
 
   I twisted my head to face him. I couldn't control my smile. Which was insane. We were knee deep in a war that would probably wipe out every advanced civilization in the Milky Way, and all I could do was smile. But it felt good if only for those few seconds to push away the guilt, hatred, frustration, and confusion.
 
   He smiled back, his cheeks crinkling and pushing high into his eyes. “How are you feeling?”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. It's not what I wanted to do, but I couldn't find the words. What I really wanted to say was how thankful I was for his presence. His continued support. But I knew I couldn't dare begin a conversation like that in front of the doctor. God knows what would come gushing out of my mouth.
 
   Instead, I hooked my hair over my ears and shrugged again. “I guess I'm fine.”
 
   “No headaches? No pain?” He jumped straight into caregiver mode.
 
   I shook my head, lying. Of course there were headaches and pain. They were constant now as my dependence on 78 escalated. My symptoms were excruciating, but what I was going through was nothing compared to what Williams would be experiencing.
 
   Williams…. We’d heard reports of her. We’d picked up mission statements from various Star Forces cruisers that had come in contact with the primary Forgotten vessel. We were calling it the Death Giver. It was a supermassive heavy cruiser, 10 times the size of the Ra’xon. It destroyed anything in its path. Even if every Star Forces ship amassed against it, our best tactical estimates concluded the Forgotten would still win.
 
   We had to find some way of destroying that ship at all costs, and I had to find some way of wiping away my guilt.
 
   Williams was only in that position because of me. If Shepherd hadn’t taken me back to the Ra’xon in time, Williams would be okay…. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe the Forgotten would have used me to destroy the Ra’xon before it fled.
 
   It didn’t matter. All that mattered is that I knew she was going through hell.
 
   Various Star Forces reports confirmed she was on the Death Giver. They’d seen her. With the power of the Forgotten, she could float through space without popping in the vacuum. She’d been seen outside of the Death Giver dealing out judgement, hands waving to and fro as she commanded the very force of gravity, tearing into any ship that dared stray into the Forgotten’s path.
 
   “Don’t think about it,” Shepherd suddenly said.
 
   I looked up at him, surprised. “What?”
 
   “Whatever you're thinking about,” he dipped his head, that smile still spreading across his lips, “Alyssa, just don’t think about anything.”
 
   It was sage advice, especially at a time like this, but I couldn't follow it. My mind twisted from guilty thought to guilty thought, until finally the doctor came over.
 
   She had an electro needle in her hand, and I watched with an uneasy stomach as she locked the 78 capsule into the back of the handle. “Ready?” She looked up at me.
 
   It took a few seconds, but I forced myself to nod. “Ready,” I confirmed in a quiet stilted voice.
 
   Without another word, she shifted towards me and nodded at Shepherd.
 
   He locked a hand on my shoulder to steady and support me.
 
   I closed my eyes and tightened my hands into fists.
 
   Every time I received a dose of 78 these days it was excruciating, and there was nothing that could be done for me. No drug that could block the pain.
 
   “Okay, I'm going to administer it in three, two, one – now.” The doctor plunged the needle into my chest.
 
   I screamed. I jerked back, and if it weren't for Shepherd’s steady hand on my shoulder, I would have fallen off the side of the bed. Instead he held me with all his strength, even wrapping an arm around my back as I buckled and convulsed like a tree being torn apart by a violent wind.
 
   The convulsions lasted a full minute, until finally the pain ebbed, and for a few short seconds there was nothing. No agony. No terror. Nothing but silent bliss.
 
   In those few seconds, I opened my eyes and stared at Shepherd, and again he smiled.
 
   Seconds later the headache returned, though not in full force. It started to climb my temples. Within the next hour, it would proceed to almost migraine levels. By the time I received my next dose of 78 in 24 hours, it would feel like there was a sonic drill bursting through my temples.
 
   With a massive sigh, I shifted towards the edge of the bed and pushed off. Shepherd was still there, still had an arm around my back. But when it was clear I could stand, he took a respectful step backwards.
 
   I didn't want him to go. God, apart from the 78 he was the only one who could make me feel normal. The only one who could push away the pain.
 
   I kept looking at him as he shifted, and maybe a little of my gratitude played in my gaze, because he dropped his eyes and took another step back.
 
   Despite everything that was happening in this goddamn war I wanted something to happen between us. I wanted to lose myself with Shepherd. I knew how selfish that sounded, especially since I'd started this war.
 
   “I’ll leave you two alone,” the Doc suddenly said, disengaging the electro needle, shifting hard on her boot, and returning to her office in a hurry. Like every other crew member on the Ra’xon, she couldn't rest. With the constant skirmishes, casualties kept flooding in.
 
   Shepherd cleared his throat. “You feeling better now? Any pain, headaches?” he asked again.
 
   I lied and shook my head. “I’m fine, Shepherd, and thanks – thank you so much for coming every time I have a dose. But you know you don't need to.”
 
   “I know I don't need to,” he said quietly, “but that’s not going to stop me from coming to stand by your side, Alyssa. We all deserve someone by our side,” he said, voice stronger.
 
   My stomach lurched. Not with fear, but with nerves. Quick, tight springing nerves that rippled through my gut like feet running through puddles. I even brought a hand up and patted my stomach. Then, when I realized that was too obvious, I forced a hand behind me and clenched it into a fist. “Shepherd,” I found myself saying, but trailed off, not knowing what to add.
 
   He looked up sharply, his eyes widening, his pupils dilating. “Yes?”
 
   “I…” I trailed off, pushing a frustrated sigh through my clenched teeth. “How are you holding up?”
 
   That excited look fell from his gaze like dead leaves falling from an autumn tree. His gaze swung right past my shoulder and locked on the far wall.
 
   He was tired. Not just fatigued, but crushed both mentally and physically. And I knew that just like me he felt guilty for what had happened to Williams. I wanted to tell him he could confide in me, but I couldn't push the words out.
 
   He opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, his comm PIP beeped, and he was called away to yet another task.
 
   He paused, gaze lingering on me.
 
   “Go,” I said quietly. “I’ll come find you later,” I promised, the words springing from my throat before I knew what I was saying.
 
   He got that look in his eye again, took several steps back without turning, then finally shifted and walked through the door.
 
   My eyes locked on him until he left. I let out a breath, realizing I'd sealed so much tension in my chest it felt as if my head would explode.
 
   Letting out yet another sigh, I closed my eyes, shook my head, and walked out the door too.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   I was… I had no words to express what I was. I was in some realm of pain and agony beyond description. Every now and then I was vaguely aware of what I was doing. Every now and then my consciousness settled back into my body, but not for long. For what was out there was too terrifying.
 
   I knew I was the puppet of the Forgotten. I had just enough conscious awareness to realize I'd been in their clutches for two weeks now. Fighting their war, winning their war – for there was nothing in the Milky Way that could stand in our way. No power, not even the Star Forces.
 
   Maybe as a member of the resistance I should have been gladdened by that. That my tormentors were finally being crushed under a boot far larger than their own. But it didn't work like that. All I felt was this overwhelming sense of loss as more and more lives crumbled into dust.
 
   The Forgotten were soulless. My whole body and mind knew that they would stop at nothing until they destroyed every advanced civilization in the Milky Way and wiped away every life like unwanted specks on glass.
 
   They considered this galaxy their own. They would not give it up to anyone. I didn't know too much about them. I couldn't snatch too many scraps of information, but every time they took over my mind, they let things slip. Little truths that confirmed over and over again what monsters they were.
 
   I became momentarily aware of my body as it jolted forward. I felt myself slip from ordinary space and transport somewhere.
 
   When I wasn't being used I was kept in the center of the Forgotten's most massive heavy cruiser. It was more like a planet floating in space than a ship. It was light years and light years beyond any technology the Star Forces had. And with it the Forgotten would crush the Milky Way like a human swatting a fly with an anvil.
 
   My body re-materialized just outside of the dense black hull of the Forgotten's ship. I felt my head twist to the side. My body was nothing but light. Maybe there were skin and bone and muscles somewhere underneath that powerful bursting illumination, but I couldn't see it anymore, and God knows I couldn't feel it.
 
   For a few seconds I did nothing but float there, then I felt my body shift and turn to face the opposite direction.
 
   There, I saw ships. It didn't take too long to see the Star Forces emblem emblazoned across their sides. I recognized the shape and design too. More heavy cruisers.
 
   To the Star Forces’ credit, they weren’t giving up easily. They kept throwing ships and bodies at the Forgotten. Even though it was useless. There was nothing that could be done but die.
 
   I felt my arms jerking up, my hands spreading wide as the Forgotten's power surged through me, leaping through every vein like electricity arcing from open wire to open wire.
 
   That light burned brighter. I was like a sun that had been condensed into a body. I instinctively knew that if anyone looked upon me without protection, their eyes would be burnt from their skull.
 
   I felt my body slipping from ordinary space again, jerking to the side and disappearing until I reappeared halfway between the Forgotten's ship and the approaching Star Forces heavy cruisers.
 
   For a few sweet seconds I did nothing, and I wondered if the Forgotten would choose not to use me. A single second later, I was pushed forward.
 
   I couldn't describe how it felt. No words could possibly penetrate the sensation of such tremendous force traveling through something as simple as a human body. It was like I was being ripped apart second from second, dying over and over again with no reprieve.
 
   The power leapt from my hands and did something to space. It shot into that vast blackness, warping it. The Star Forces cruisers didn't have a chance. Even though they let loose with volley after volley of ion cannons and phase torpedoes, all directed at me, not a single shot reached me. And even if a blast strayed too close to my brightly burning body, it would simply be obliterated in the eddies of my power.
 
   The closest Star Forces ship was suddenly torn apart. Whatever I did to space sliced through it like a hot knife traveling through butter. Hull plating twisted and tumbled into the void as explosions rippled over the ship's surface, billowing out into space and scattering debris in a 100 km radius.
 
   Another ship began to attack. But like the other, I destroyed it, until finally the last Star Forces ship turned tail.
 
   We would not allow it to escape. The Forgotten would not allow anyone to escape. Their goal was total annihilation of every single race in the Milky Way until finally they could once again claim this galaxy as their throne.
 
   I closed my eyes, but they could not remain closed forever, for a force beyond me opened them and focused on the fight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   We were sitting in the observational room, side-by-side, silent as we stared out at the view through the wall.
 
   My hands were in my lap, and I picked at them methodically, running my fingernails along my palm, scratching at the numerous imperfections.
 
   Alyssa said nothing. With one hand rested on her lap and the other propped against her chin, her arm pushing into her knee, she stared at the screen.
 
   There weren’t too many people in life you could share total silence with and still feel comfortable. Okay, I couldn’t say I was comfortable. I wouldn’t be comfortable until the scourge of the Forgotten had been wiped from the Milky Way. But I didn’t feel the need to speak, and that spoke volumes about our relationship, didn’t it?
 
   Our relationship. A question that kept spinning in my mind like a ship in freefall. I wanted her close, and I’m pretty sure she felt the same. But we couldn’t start anything, not now, not when the stakes were so high.
 
   So all we did was sit side-by-side in silence.
 
   There was something else eating at me, something to add to the myriad problems that assailed me like a 10,000 strong army. My father. He was still in the brig of the Miracle. Despite everything that told me not to, I’d been going to see him almost every day. It wasn’t because I wanted a sense of paternal connection in these last few days of the Milky Way’s existence… or was it? I tried to tell myself that I was just picking his brains for more Star Forces' information, anything that could give the resistance an edge.
 
   Maybe my brow crumpled, because Alyssa turned to me, gaze darting down my body until it locked on my scrunched features. “You should follow your own advice.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Stop thinking about whatever you’re thinking. There’s no point. There’s nothing we can do,” she said through a heavy sigh as she brought her own hands up and started looking at them.
 
   Whenever she did that, her eyes always drifted up to her elbows. I couldn’t even begin to imagine having implants, facing the same horrible history that had been thrust upon her.
 
   A wince twitched my cheeks, tightening my brow and slackening my mouth.
 
   She shifted her head on the side and stared at me once more, her hair slicing across her cheek and tumbling over her shoulder. My gaze locked on it, and I savored the gentle angle of her neck framed by her strawberry blond hair.
 
   Abruptly she gave a soft laugh, and I recoiled, realizing too late that I’d been staring. I shifted back, clicking my jaw from left to right as I shrugged.
 
   She stared at her hands for a few seconds, but the morose look was gone. Instead, a half smile crumpled her lips. Eventually she sighed. “Why can’t anything work out?” she suddenly asked.
 
   That question came from nowhere, and I had no idea what to say.
 
   Before I thought she would slip into another somber silence, she turned on the seat, body squeaking over the leather until she faced me in full. “Why can’t anything work out?” She brought her arms up and let them drop loosely to her sides. “Just when I get free of the Star Forces, the Forgotten raise their heads. It’s like… it’s like I’m cursed.”
 
   “You’re not cursed,” I said automatically, before I could think through my words. Because Christ, if anyone took a step back and looked at Alyssa’s life, my life too, there would be no escaping that we were two of the most cursed individuals in the galaxy.
 
   “You don’t believe that,” she challenged. “This is just so unfair. I just want to feel normal for one goddamn day.” She didn’t shift around to stare at the view again. Instead she locked her pleading gaze on me, and it felt as if wild horses couldn’t pull her away.
 
   I should have felt uncomfortable. I should have focused on my suddenly beating heart, my short choppy breath. I didn’t. Instead, I shifted closer, my own body now creaking against the leather. “I don’t know what to tell you, Alyssa. I can’t keep telling you it’ll all be alright, because I don’t know. But I’ll make it okay if I can.” My words were weak, my sentiment unclear. Thoughts spun in my mind, emotion sinking through my heart.
 
   With wide-open eyes she reached a hand out to me as if in slow motion. I saw it push towards my face. Then, just before it could reach my cheek and rest along my jaw, my comm PIP blared. The noise was so loud and unexpected we both jerked back as if we’d been struck.
 
   “Shepherd, this is a priority alpha. We have detected incoming targets,” the Captain snapped.
 
   My heart, which had been frozen with anticipation before, suddenly leapt with adrenaline. My body shook, a powerful jolt traveling down my shoulders and slamming into my gut like a battering ram. “What, what targets?”
 
   “The Forgotten. We’ve picked up at least 20 jumpers headed our way.”
 
   I swore bitterly, not caring that the Captain was still on the line. “20? Christ, are we sure?”
 
   “We checked and rechecked our tactical sensors. You need to get to battle stations. Is Nightingale with you?”
 
   “Yes, she’s with me.”
 
   “Then tell her to prep and head over to the Miracle as soon as she can.”
 
   “Aye, Captain.”
 
   “Good luck, Lieutenant Commander,” the Captain signed out.
 
   Though she’d never say it, I half expected she’d tell me I needed luck. No, we’d need a Miracle. There were 20 Forgotten jumpers headed our way.
 
   I sat there in horrified silence as that fact settled. Then Alyssa shifted. She got to her feet.
 
   My eyes jerked up and I saw her expression. It was crushed, guilt swamping in like dirty water from an engorged river.
 
   “It’s okay.” I jumped to my feet, forgetting the horror for just a second as I moved in and placed a comforting hand on her arm.
 
   She didn’t shift back, but she didn’t look at me either. With a sorrow filled expression, she stared at the floor.
 
   “I know this is hard, Alyssa. But you’ve gotta get to the Miracle. We have to ensure you’re safe. We can’t let the Forgotten…” I trailed off. I didn’t need to keep laboring the point. She knew already. If there was one thing we had to ensure it was that the Forgotten didn’t get their hands on her. If they were this powerful with Williams, God knows what they’d be able to do with Alyssa.
 
   She shifted back. Suddenly my hand dropped from her arm, falling slack at my side.
 
   “Alyssa.” I shifted my head down, trying to get her to look at me.
 
   Finally she did. She set her jaw hard, pressing her lips into a tight, bitter frown. “I should be doing something,” she said through clenched teeth. “I shouldn’t be hiding every time the Ra’xon is attacked.”
 
   “You know the answer to that,” I said in the softest tone I could manage, “you know the stakes, Alyssa.”
 
   “Yes, I know the stakes,” she continued to speak through clenched teeth, her words hissing like bursts of escaped pressure. “But it’s not fair, Shepherd. It’s not fair.” Tears touched her eyes again.
 
   God, I wanted to reach a hand out and brush them from her cheeks, but I didn’t have time. I forced myself to take a swift step back and another. I couldn’t turn from her, didn’t want to. “Promise me you’ll get to the transport and head to the Miracle as soon as you can.”
 
   I watched her nod, tight muscles referring all the way down into her chest and arms. “Don’t worry, I’ll get to the Miracle. But, Shepherd,” her eyes widened, the skin around them drawing slack, “promise me you won’t die.”
 
   I couldn’t promise that. Not really. I had no control over what would happen here. I felt like a minnow swimming in a sea of sharks. But that didn’t stop me from nodding my head low. “I promise you, Alyssa, I won’t die. But you have to promise me you’ll keep yourself safe.” I stared at her until she nodded.
 
   I finally took one more reluctant step back, turned, and left the room at a sprint.
 
   The corridors outside had already plunged into chaos, crew sprinting past, their faces pressed with terror and worry.
 
   We’d fought one or two jumpers before, but 20 was insane. The odds weren’t just stacked against us; there was no conceivable way we could win. But we couldn’t give up. Give up and let the Forgotten take Alyssa, and we’d be handing the Milky Way away.
 
   I pushed myself harder, faster down the corridor until my arms pumped at my sides like bellows.
 
   I headed straight to the closest tactical station. We’d set them up at even intervals along every deck. When the Ra’xon wasn’t fighting we were busy producing weapons, cannibalizing parts of the ship to create armor and phase rifles – anything that could make a dent in the Forgotten and their foot soldiers. Their foot soldiers – or the body drones, as we called them – were the mysterious creatures we’d discovered on Moon Alpha 98. They were deadly. Not only could they transport through space with the ease of a human blinking, but they could tear through inch thick metal plating with nothing but their claws.
 
   There was some kind of pocket of space around the body drones that protected them from ordinary projectiles. You had to pound into it with thousands of rounds of ordinary ammo before you picked a hole large enough to get to the drone’s body beyond.
 
   It was the stuff of nightmares.
 
   I reached the tactical station, slammed a hand over the biometric panel, and stood back as it opened from the wall.
 
   I grabbed the closest set of armor and started cramming it on. All sophisticated sets had been destroyed long ago. We were down to the rudimentary stuff that could be hashed together in a couple of hours with a simple matter synthesizer.
 
   As for my guns, they were repurposed pulse rifles with a few added modifications to help them pierce through a drone’s barrier quicker. You still had to shoot at least a hundred rounds before you had a chance of taking one down. And considering how quick they were, that was an eternity.
 
   My mouth was dry, throat aching as I took deliberate, even swallows.
 
   As I finished putting on my armor and the joints connected together with a hiss and a rattle, I took a step back and closed my eyes briefly.
 
   It would be the last reprieve I would get in hours.
 
   Suddenly, the red alert klaxon kicked into gear. It blared through the ship like a scream.
 
   I shook my head, hardened my jaw, and pushed off, gun in my hands.
 
   I reached the closest checkpoint, which was being set up by a security team. The Ra’xon was running at a quarter capacity now. We’d shifted the majority of our crew over to the Miracle. If we had any hope of staying out of the Forgotten’s reach, we had to utilize the sophisticated technology aboard the Miracle. That meant we had to understand it; the majority of our science and medical officers were aboard the Miracle now, trying to do just that. The Chief was over there, too, and the Captain often switched between both ships daily.
 
   Right now she was aboard the Ra’xon, but that wouldn’t last. She’d be heading over to the Miracle with Alyssa. Once there, they’d pull the Miracle back while the Ra’xon tried to fight off the jumpers. Tried being the operative word.
 
   I couldn’t keep plummeting into the dread that sank through me like acid, but I couldn’t push it away. Any rational person would know we didn’t have a chance. No, worse than that: we were dead on arrival.
 
   “Shift that directional shield to the left,” I ordered as I punched a hand out and pointed to the ensign beside me.
 
   Without a word but with a shake to his hands, he grabbed the directional shield and shoved it against a wall.
 
   I walked over and thumbed the generator to full power.
 
   “God, we’re done for,” the guy suddenly said under his breath.
 
   I could have let it slip, but I didn’t. “The battle hasn’t started yet, son. But we really are done for if we give up now. Get to your feet and get a gun.” I heard my father’s voice in my words.
 
   The past two weeks of confiding in him had taught me something. Something I’d always known but hated. Despite how monstrous my father was, he was knowledgeable and effective. I couldn’t help wondering that if he were still free and in command of the Star Forces that the galaxy’s fight with the Forgotten would be going better.
 
   Yes, he was the kind of man who bought peace with blood, but sometimes that was the cost.
 
   I shook my head and shook that thought from my mind.
 
   The red alert klaxon suddenly blared louder as the ship-wide warning echoed over the audio system. “Contact in three minutes. Prepare battle stations.”
 
   Nerves crawled up my back, faster and faster, feeling like thousands of ants racing across the skin.
 
   This was it. This was it. Sink or swim. Fight or die.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I didn’t want to leave.
 
   I didn’t have any choice. Shepherd was right. I couldn’t stay. As much as I wanted to help fight, it was too much of a risk. If the Forgotten found out I was still on board, they’d focus all of their efforts on taking me down. They may even send in the Death Giver. And while I was confident I could take on one of their strike teams, I had no chance against that massive ship. Nor Williams. Presumably in her current state she was far beyond my capacity.
 
   So I boarded a superfast cruiser, sat down next to the Captain, and waited for her to pilot us towards the Miracle.
 
   I said nothing and tried but failed to push my feelings from my addled body.
 
   By the time we arrived on the Miracle, she’d already pulled far back into the system, and as soon as our ship landed in her primary hangar bay we jumped to full speed.
 
   “Head to the medical bay,” the Captain said as she streamed past me, her tall figure cutting a long shadow across the half lit room. The Miracle was pushing all of its power into shields and propulsion, and the Chief had redirected power from all non-essential systems. The lights included. It gave the Miracle an eerie feeling as I half ran through the corridors.
 
   I didn’t want to head to the medical bay, but I had no option. Whenever we were engaged in a direct fight with the Forgotten, our scientists took it as an opportunity to study me. To see just how the Forgotten could affect me, even over a distance of thousands of kilometers.
 
   I understood the importance, but I still wanted to be anywhere but here. I needed to be out there at the front of the battle, right in the fray.
 
   I rounded the corner and ran into the med bay. Several of the doctors motioned me towards one of the imaging rooms. I’d been in this exact room multiple times during the three years of my training. Not a single one of those memories arose as I threw myself into the room and lay down on the massive metal bed. There was no point in dwelling on the past when the future held the promise of far more torture and pain.
 
   “Just relax,” one of the doctors said, pointlessly.
 
   Right now I couldn’t relax. Even in my sleep my dreams chased me like monsters.
 
   At least I lay down, closed my eyes, and remained still. There was no way I could still my beating heart, though.
 
   After a few tense seconds I cracked my mouth open. “I know you won’t want to do this, but please play the audio feed of the Ra’xon’s battle over the comm system. I just want to know what’s happening.”
 
   “That is not recommended. There’s nothing you can do. It will just stress you out.”
 
   “Please do it,” I said louder, voice reverberating around the room.
 
   There was silence, then an audible click, and I started to hear it. The battle far away.
 
   My body tensed, my heart virtually stopping in my chest as I focused with every ounce of attention.
 
   If I couldn’t be with him in person, at least I could listen from afar, and hope, pray, and wish that he had a chance.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   “Get to the side now.” I rounded my shoulder and shoved it into Ensign Hope, driving him to the left just as a body drone appeared in front of him.
 
   I shunted back, bringing up my rifle and getting off 20 automated rounds before the creature transported.
 
   By now I’d tackled enough of them to know how they fought. They were categorically the most deadly enemy I had ever faced. They didn’t wait, didn’t pause to think. They went straight for your jugular.
 
   So I shoved myself away, back slamming hard into the wall as that creature appeared right by my side. I let off several rounds right in its face as I drew up my electro blade and slashed towards it.
 
   Though seemingly not an advanced weapon in the Star Forces arsenal, it was surprisingly relatively effective against the creatures. As long as you could get close enough.
 
   As I slashed the blade forward, it penetrated that bubble of protection around the body drone and sank deep into its chest. It wasn’t enough to rend the creature in half, but it was sufficient to push it back.
 
   It staggered to the side, but no blood spilled from the split in its chest. No light, no nothing. Maybe there was energy. Something I couldn’t see. But it was disconcerting to shove that blade deep into its chest with no apparent result. You never knew how much damage you’d done.
 
   This one staggered back, opened its mouth, and screamed at a pitch that could break steel. Then it jumped again.
 
   I brought my blade around to the left in a massive swipe just as it appeared in front of me. My blow was lucky and well timed, and slashed over the creature’s back. Again my blow sank deep into its skin, but again there was no blood.
 
   “We have to drive them back from this section. It looks like they’re headed for life-support. Move,” I bellowed as I picked up Ensign Hope. He’d fallen to my feet. I manhandled him and shoved him down the corridor.
 
   I stared in horror as three more body drones appeared at the end of the corridor, surging towards us, their claws scattering across the floor like an avalanche of rock on metal.
 
   While we hardly had any weapons that could harm them, we we’re working on it. Every time we fought, we gathered as much data as we could to try to figure out their weaknesses. If they were any.
 
   As far as we could tell, they were made of some kind of specialized energy. An energy we didn’t know the origins of. But whatever it was, it was boundless. It gave them the power they needed to transport over hundreds of kilometers and send their ships sprinting through space at twice the maximum capacity of the fastest Star Forces ships.
 
   When this was all over – if this would ever be over – it would open the Milky Way’s eyes, prove that we could progress to an even greater civilization.
 
   But we would never get out of this, would we?
 
   Hell, it was unlikely I would get out of this corridor.
 
   “Move,” I screamed once more, voice pitching from my throat as I shoved Hope into a superfast lift.
 
   The lift doors sliced close in front of us just as another wave of body drones jumped into the corridor.
 
   So much blood was pumping in my ears it felt as if my head was going to explode.
 
   Hope crumpled beside me, losing his balance, his knees jerking out as if someone had hit him across the back of the legs.
 
   He fell hard to the floor, the lift shaking as his armor slammed into it.
 
   “Get to your feet.” I grabbed a hand around his arm. “Get to your feet, Ensign.”
 
   He didn’t shift. Instead he started shaking his head over and over, the move jerky like a trembling hand. “We’re all gonna die, we’re all gonna die,” his pleading words cracked from his lips.
 
   “Get to your feet.” I grabbed his arm and yanked him up then pinned him against the wall, shoving my elbow right under his chin as I stared into his eyes. “We’re not gonna die. Not today. We can still fight, and we’re going to fight until we can’t,” I repeated, voice punching out on the word fight, my tight tone echoing around the small confines of the lift.
 
   Eventually his eyes sliced towards mine. I wouldn’t drop his gaze. “We will fight,” I said once more, voice echoing around the lift like a gunshot.
 
   Before I could do anymore, the lift doors pinged open and a bullet sliced past my ear, slamming into the metal and warping it with a bang.
 
   I shunted to the side, falling to my knees, pulling the Ensign with me.
 
   I twisted my head to the left and saw a battle raging through the corridor. I spotted at least 10 resistance soldiers taking on five body drones. No, six. No, seven.
 
   Christ, they just kept appearing like drops of rain in a cloudy sky.
 
   “Fuck,” I bellowed as I pushed myself out of the lift, rolled, and came up behind a half broken directional shield.
 
   The shield generator had been split open by one of the body drone’s deadly claws and was sparking everywhere. The actual shield flickered in and out of existence like a vision. It sent little electric shocks through my armor as I pushed my shoulder into it and brought my gun up. Stealing a shot, I managed to strike the closest body drone right in the chest.
 
   “Security personnel, get to engineering. Body drones are attacking the cores,” a terrified technician screamed over the audio.
 
   “Fuck,” I screamed again. Goddammit, we couldn’t go down like this. We had to push these bastards back. I would not let the galaxy fall to them.
 
   I pushed forward, drawing my electro blade around just as one of those creatures appeared in front of a lieutenant and sliced towards him. I was faster. Somehow, I was faster, and my blade struck across the creature’s face, rending it in half from its nose down to its throat.
 
   Again there was no blood.
 
   My blow was vicious enough that it pushed the creature back and sent it tumbling through the corridor.
 
   Without pause I sprang forward, brought up my gun, and let off at least 50 automated rounds. The bullets slammed into the creature, shaking it against the floor, its limbs jittering and buckling like metal under pressure.
 
   Just before it could get up, I let my gun fall slack on its automated strap, and I flung myself forward. Grabbing both hands onto the hilt of my electro blade, I let a devastating pulse build at its tip, and I thrust forward. As the creature tried to scrabble to its feet, I sliced it in half.
 
   One down. Now there was just a whole ship of these bastards to go.
 
   “Get to engineering now,” the terrified technician screamed once more.
 
   The audio feed blaring in my ears, I pushed to my feet, never stopping.
 
   There was no time to stop. Stop, and we’d all die.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   It was hell. Hell had descended upon the Ra’xon.
 
   I curled my fingers and dragged them across the metal of my medical bed.
 
   “Try to calm down,” one of the doctors said.
 
   God, it was useless. The audio feed of the Ra’xon’s fight still played over the speakers. Occasionally I heard his voice. Shepherd. He was still alive, screaming, shouting at various security forces to shift positions, to push the enemy back.
 
   “We need to…” one of the docs began. She trailed off, another burst of static blaring over the audio feed. Every time it happened, I tensed my body, locked it in place as if I’d turned into a glacier. Because every time it happened it could signal the end – the destruction of the Ra’xon and everyone on board.
 
   But just as soon as that powerful burst of static blared over the audio feed, it ended, and I heard the screaming again. “Get to engineering. Get to engineering,” a voice blared. It was Shepherd.
 
   At the same time I felt relieved and terrified, hot and cold, pulled and pushed. My fingers scraped harder into the medical bed until they started to push into the metal. Without being aware of it, I activated my implants.
 
   Several sensors shrieked, and before anyone could tell me to stop, I relaxed my hands, taking a deep breath and forcing it to settle in my chest. “Sorry,” I muttered quickly.
 
   “Nothing to be sorry about,” one of the doctors said as he shook his head. “We should turn off the audio feed,” he commented, but he didn’t turn it off and nor did he tell anyone else to.
 
   It seemed the medical staff, just like me, were equally repulsed and mesmerized by what we were hearing. Perhaps they thought, just like me, that if we couldn’t be there helping, at least we could listen and give testament to the lives lost in our own defense.
 
   “We’ll make it through this,” the doctor suddenly promised. “Trust me, we will make it through this.”
 
   I couldn’t help but let out a frustrated, bitter laugh. “Why should I trust you?”
 
   “Because I’m a doctor,” he said pointedly. Then he turned around and brought his scanner up.
 
   I couldn’t help but smile. I wasn’t happy, I wasn’t relieved. I hadn’t forgotten what was happening over on the Ra’xon and never would. But at least it was something.
 
   “Just settle back. How’s your head? How’s the pain?”
 
   “Feels like there’s a heavy cruiser driving through my temples,” I said through clenched teeth.
 
   “And can you hear them?”
 
   I paused and glanced to the side. I didn’t want to admit how loud they’d become in my mind. It sounded as if the Forgotten had taken up root in my brain stem, singing that awful song right between my ears.
 
   I clenched my teeth harder and harder until I feared I’d inadvertently turn my implants on again. I forced myself to take another tense breath. “They are there alright,” I managed.
 
   “Is it any different from before? Do you feel anything new?”
 
   I tried to concentrate on his question. “It’s stronger,” I admitted, heart sinking through my stomach as I realized that. “Louder too.”
 
   I watched the guy pale.
 
   “But they aren’t going to take control of me,” I confirmed in a firmer tone. “They are still too far away for that. I’m fine.”
 
   He cast his wary gaze over me but didn’t say anything.
 
   So I closed my eyes, let him continue his work, and concentrated on the audio feed.
 
   Every shot, every scream, every grunt of agony and pain.
 
   I felt my body tense up more and more, but I would not close my mind off to it.
 
   With every second I prayed for him.
 
   Nathan had to get through this, because without him I wouldn’t.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   There was no time to think, let alone breathe. The pace of the battle was beyond frantic. It was like flashes in my mind.
 
   The corridors we ran through had been virtually destroyed. If it weren’t for my thick protective armor the molten metal of the floors would have burnt through my skin and charred me to ash.
 
   Suddenly the pitch of the red alert klaxon changed. It revved up a gear, now so insistent it felt as if it blared through my skull.
 
   I knew what it meant.
 
   We had seconds, maybe minutes. The cores were in danger, and if we didn’t push back the body drones, the Ra’xon was going to blow.
 
   “Spread out. Our main priority is to keep them away from primary controls. No matter the cost, we have to keep them away from those controls,” I repeated, voice shaking through my armor.
 
   My footfall pounded into the broken charred mess that was the floor as we sprinted through corridor after corridor, finally reaching the right deck.
 
   If the rest of the Ra’xon was a mess, the area before me was Hell itself. The lights had broken long ago, and the only illumination was provided by the exposed gel packs in the wall. They glowed phosphorescent white-blue, giving the corridor an eerie nightmarish feel.
 
   I still held my electro blade at my side, the thing spinning with a full charge.
 
   I thrust myself forward, reaching the doors that should lead to main engineering.
 
   They weren’t doors anymore. They were twisted hunks of metal that hung from the ceiling like knotted curtains.
 
   I thrust myself past them without pause.
 
   I could see flickering lights within engineering. They weren’t the cores getting ready to explode – they were the constant flashes of the body drones transporting from one place to another. As I skidded to a stop in the center of the room I counted at least 30 of them.
 
   I didn’t have time to process that fact.
 
   Three of them were upon me. Two pinning me from either side as a third transported into the air and then flashed back into existence right above my head.
 
   A mix of pure instinct and dumb luck kept me alive as I thrust to the side, span around with my electro blade in hand, and collected the two closest body drones on the shoulders, shoving them back.
 
   My gun was slack at my side, useless now. I thrust forward, spinning the electro blade from side to side, the pulse of its charge light like a beacon on a dark night.
 
   They screamed, and so did I. Every soldier in that room bellowed their rage as the body drones took us down one by one.
 
   Somehow my luck held, and I took down one drone, then another, and another. It was nothing more than a dent in their numbers, but it was something.
 
   The cores were cascading into a critical malfunction. Every warning alarm blared, filling the air with a constant shrieking cacophony only matched by the pitching screams of the drones.
 
   Just as I shunted to the side and slashed the drone closest to me, collecting it over the side of the jaw with a powerful swipe, the soldier to my side fell, one of the drones ripping through him with the ease of a child tearing through a leaf. His metal armor crunched, blood spilling out over the floor and flicking over my feet.
 
   The horror shook through me, but I didn’t stop. Couldn’t.
 
   As the remnants of his body smashed into the floor, the electro blade he’d been using came spiraling out of his hand towards me.
 
   I shunted to the side, narrowly missing the charged blade and expertly punching my hand forward to grab the hilt. Just as I did, two drones slammed towards me, flashing in and out of existence, appearing right by my face.
 
   With a grunt that tore through the air like a clap of thunder, I shoved both blades up, and their spinning electrified tips rammed through the stomachs of the drones.
 
   For just a second both creatures lay slack, impaled on the blades. Then they blinked out of existence, only to reappear right in front of me.
 
   I didn’t allow them the opportunity to escape. I thrust forward, slicing towards their chests.
 
   Again, my luck held, and this time my blows were fatal.
 
   They crumpled, and quickly their corpses jittered as if shaking under the force of the most powerful earthquake. Their movements became quicker and quicker until they simply disintegrated, their bodies scattering into dust that swept across the floor and crunched under my boots.
 
   I didn’t pause.
 
   I continued the fight.
 
   The cores were almost at critical.
 
   We didn’t have much time. Minutes, seconds, the blink of an eye.
 
   “If anyone can make it to the primary redistribution grid, you have to shut it down and shunt all power to the secondary controls,” a terrified technician suddenly screamed over the audio, her voice echoing around the battleground that was main engineering.
 
   I didn’t wait. Though there were at least three body drones in my way, I ran at them, both electro blades spinning at full charge in my hands.
 
   My movements were snapped, arms a flash, my blue spinning blades slicing their way around me as I desperately fought off the drones.
 
   “Get to the controls now,” the terrified technician screamed even louder.
 
   Just as a drone appeared right by my side and sank a claw into my shoulder, I shoved into it, driving my blade up hard into the soft flesh under its jaw.
 
   I didn't wait to see if the blow was fatal. I tugged my electro blade back, fell to my knees, rolled as another drones sliced towards me, and finally flung myself at the primary controls.
 
   The remaining resistance fighters tried to distract the drones, some of them sacrificing themselves as I worked.
 
   “We have seconds,” the technician screamed over the audio feed.
 
   One.
 
   Two.
 
   Three.
 
   The light of the cores became brighter and brighter, like a star was about to go nova.
 
   My eyes widened so far the skin could have peeled back and fallen with a slap to the floor.
 
   ….
 
   “You've done it,” the technician bellowed. “The energy grid has been redistributed. Now fight off those drones. We’ve managed to detach most of the jumpers from the hull and current scans confirm every one of those body drones is in engineering with you. Don’t let a single one leave.”
 
   I didn’t need to be told twice.
 
   I pitched forward, just as two drones threw themselves at me. With both blades spinning in my hands, I sliced towards them as they sliced towards me with their claws.
 
   Bodies and dust littered the floor, the bloodied corpses of resistance fighters intermingling with the strange particle-like remains of the body drones.
 
   Hours from now, when this was over – if it was over – this sight would haunt me for the rest of my life.
 
   Somehow, we took down one drone, and another, and another.
 
   Until there were only two left.
 
   I rounded on them. As the remaining resistance fighters worked on disabling their energy barriers, I thrust forward, trusting my comrades were skilled enough not to shoot me, and I attacked with my blades.
 
   One fell, and then the other.
 
   Until silence descended.
 
   “… You’ve done it. We’ve done it! We fought off the jumpers. Tactical sensors confirm there are no longer any Forgotten on board and we have disabled all of their ships,” someone from the bridge screamed over the audio feed. In the background, I could hear the crew cheering.
 
   Around me the remaining resistance fighters joined in, let their guns fall slack on their straps, lifted their hands, and screamed in relief.
 
   Me, I couldn’t tear my eyes off the destruction. Main engineering was a mess. Most of the consoles had been obliterated by the drones and wayward shots.
 
   I didn’t let my blades drop, didn’t even bother to turn them off.
 
   I stood there, their constant spinning sending faint jittering vibrations up through my hands, into my arms, and hard into my jaw.
 
   Finally, I turned away.
 
   This battle may be over, but the war was just beginning.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I walked the halls, both electro blades now disabled and locked onto the magnetic holsters around my hips. My helmet was off, cradled in one arm.
 
   Destruction. Everywhere. Complete and utter destruction. It was like I’d been transported from the clean clinical halls of the Ra’xon onto the broken puckered surface of an asteroid.
 
   The cleanup from a battle this devastating should take weeks. We didn’t have it. We had to leave non-essential systems and concentrate on the engines and shields.
 
   Because this wouldn’t be the last battle.
 
   I could guarantee more jumpers were on their way.
 
   A sense of defeat descended through my gut despite the fact we’d just pulled off a miraculous win.
 
   We’d lost too many people.
 
   Instinctively my head tugged to the left and my gaze drifted down to the electro blade at my hip. It was the one I’d picked up from the dead soldier. His last moments played on repeat in my mind.
 
   As sweat trickled down my brow intermingling with the blood, I stared with a dead gaze at the survivors picking their way through the halls. The Ra’xon was still standing, but barely. The deck I was on was warped, contorted like a scrap of paper somebody had twisted into a knot. Plating jutted out from the walls, a twisted charred mess. Gel packs and circuits lay exposed within, broken and crackling, weeping their contents into puddles over the singed floor.
 
   I brought a hand up and wiped my wrist over my brow, cleaning away what sweat and blood I could.
 
   I stood there for a few dead-eyed seconds watching as the survivors picked themselves up and started seeing to repairs then and there. A first-class engineer swung around, managed to push down to one knee even though his leg was clearly broken, and began fumbling in an open panel. Blood was trickling down his right knee, but he didn’t seem to care.
 
   He knew his duty, and he was following it.
 
   A few seconds later, he swung his head towards me, probably feeling my gaze on the back of his neck. “You okay, Lieutenant Commander? You’ve got a nasty gash in your head there, I can call a med team—”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m fine. But you should get medical assistance yourself.”
 
   “All in good time,” he said gravely as he turned back to his work, hunching over the panel, shifting his broken leg forward with a muffled groan.
 
   I watched him for a few more seconds until I forced myself to turn.
 
   I wouldn’t say I felt dead inside, but the feeling was close. I was empty. Drained. Not just of energy – this wasn’t simple fatigue clawing up my back and sinking like acid into my muscles. It was something much deeper.
 
   A regretful sense of surrender. We’d opened Pandora’s Box by breaching that wall, and we couldn’t close it.
 
   We couldn’t close it.
 
   I curled one hand into a fist, pressing the fingers so hard into my palm my armor started to groan under the impact.
 
   With my other hand I pressed it over my brow, pushing against the skin and bone until a diffuse pain shot down into my neck.
 
   I couldn’t count how many times I’d told people over the years never to lose hope. Back then I’d been naive. Back then I’d never been able to imagine a situation as dire and impossible as this.
 
   As I walked through the broken corridors of the Ra’xon that dead defeated feeling continued to grow.
 
   It seemed as if nothing could shift it.
 
   Then I came across a couple embracing and I stopped dead in my tracks.
 
   Aboard a Star Forces ship it was technically considered misconduct for members of the crew to fraternize.
 
   We weren’t aboard a Star Forces ship anymore.
 
   The woman, a lieutenant, saw me, and pulled back from an ensign who shook his head and quickly coughed. “Sorry sir, we—”
 
   “There’s no need to apologize. Do what you have to,” I managed as I turned, gave them some privacy, and walked away.
 
   My words echoed in my mind – do what you have to.
 
   Do what you have to do to survive.
 
   Because that’s what I was missing, right? My head was caught up with winning. With doing everything to destroy the Forgotten. Back there that couple – they were doing what they had to to survive. To keep one another alive. That was different, right?
 
   Instantly I thought of Alyssa. Whether she knew it or not, she was the catalyst for almost everything I’d done over the past several months. She’d kept me pushing forward.
 
   She kept me alive.
 
   As that realization struck, I stopped, legs grounding to a halt, boots pressing hard into a broken section of floor.
 
   Above me several lights flickered and some cabling swung gently back and forth, back and forth.
 
   I’d struggled with my feelings for her before. Now, they came to the fore. They struck my mind like a blow to the center of my forehead.
 
   Did I really want to die like this? Alone, bitter, surviving battle after battle, just waiting for the end?
 
   ….
 
   No. I didn’t want to live like that, and I sure as hell didn’t want to die that way either.
 
   Then and there I made a decision. Hang the consequences, I would tell Alyssa how I felt.
 
   As that thought shot through my mind, a new sense of energy came with it. I walked forward, now capable of ignoring the pain and fatigue.
 
   There was a reason behind this. And that reason was her.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I crammed a hand into my mouth, tears rushing down my cheeks.
 
   It was over. Christ, it was over.
 
   We’d won.
 
   Throughout the entire battle on the Ra’xon, I’d listened in to the audio feed of the fight.
 
   I’d been there every step of the way, even if I couldn’t physically be by his side.
 
   He was alive. Thank God, he was alive.
 
   For now. But the Forgotten would continue to attack.
 
   As that thought sank heavily through my mind, another rose to take its place.
 
   Despite the frantic desperation of the Ra’xon’s battle and the awful experience of listening to the audio feed, throughout a certain thought had kept popping into my mind.
 
   Admiral Shepherd.
 
   He was here on the Miracle with me. Knowing that gave rise to the strangest compulsion.
 
   I wanted to see him. Face him, like you would your deadliest fear.
 
   I couldn’t get the thought out of my head. I wanted to face off against Admiral Shepherd and question him. Maybe he wouldn’t know anything, but maybe that didn’t matter. Maybe all I wanted to do was gather the courage to face that man.
 
   I paced back and forth in my quarters, hands sweaty.
 
   Now the fight on the Ra’xon was over, I could relax. Shepherd was fine. We’d received casualties, but we’d survived.
 
   If I was smart and sensible I’d sit there on the edge of my bed and wait.
 
   But if this war had taught me anything it was that I was neither smart nor sensible. I was reactive. A ball of emotion pushed from one frantic action to another. Hate, fear, shame.
 
   And right now I was burning curiosity. I wanted to face that man and ask him why he’d done it. I wanted to look into his eyes and see if I could glimpse even a glimmer of humanity left in his cold dark gaze.
 
   My palms were sweaty, and I tried but failed to wipe them clean on the legs of my uniform.
 
   Soon enough, I couldn’t take the mental torture anymore. I thrust towards the door, turning so hard on my heel my boot left a permanent indent in the soft plush of the carpet.
 
   Technically, I wouldn’t be violating any rules by going to see Admiral Shepherd. Technically. If Nathan found out, however, God knows how he would react.
 
   To him, his father was a monster. Some kind of terrible shadow that haunted his existence like a ghost. He’d definitely feel betrayed if I went to see his father, but I couldn’t stop myself.
 
   My doors swished open before me and I strode quickly into the corridor, boots pounding against the metal floor. I didn’t stop until I reached the cell block.
 
   There I stood in front of the right door, hands clasped behind my back, fingers shivering as tight shudders crossed up and down my shoulders and arms.
 
   Closing my eyes briefly, I pressed my lips together, forced a deep breath through my nostrils, and pushed forward.
 
   The doors opened. Now I was a lieutenant, I had the correct security clearance to access the cells.
 
   As I walked through the doors into the brightly illuminated cell, my heart sank. Reason stabbed in my mind like an ice pick plucking at a wall of snow. But it was too late. I was here now.
 
   My gaze jerked towards the back of the room.
 
   There he was.
 
   Admiral Shepherd sat behind a flickering shield, hands clasped neatly in his lap, expression calm.
 
   Nothing would shake that calm. Nothing. The ship had just been attacked, his son had almost died, and he was calm.
 
   I clenched my hands into fists, digging my fingers as far as they would go before they drew blood.
 
   He flicked his gaze towards me, his lips pulling into an easy smile. “Can I help you, Subject Omega?”
 
   “Don't call me that,” I hissed through bared teeth.
 
   “Why not? It's your relevant designation.”
 
   “I have a name,” I spat viciously.
 
   “And you have a destiny too.” He stood. It wasn't a sudden or violent move. It was slow, like a snake uncoiling itself to slither through the grass.
 
   Despite the fact a powerful containment shield separated us, and despite the fact I was the galaxy's strongest telekinetic warrior, I took a step back.
 
   He acknowledged the move with a slight curling smile. “Why have you come to see me?”
 
   “I... to find out what you know.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   Nothing shook his calm. Nothing. Me – I was a mess. Maybe it was the fact he was so calm; in comparison I felt like nothing more than a child.
 
   I dug my fingers even harder into my palms, spikes of pain radiating up my arms.
 
   His eyes flicked down to them then up to my face. “Why do you hold yourself back, Subject Omega?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You contain something that need not be contained. Your power. Use it.” He stood just beyond the shields, expression impassive.
 
   My blood boiled as the bile rose higher and higher in my throat. “What? Now? On you?” I hissed.
 
   One corner of his mouth twitched into a smile. “If you'd like. But, Subject Omega, you need no practice. You're ready to take on the enemy.”
 
   “You are the enemy. You took away everything I had.”
 
   “And gave you something better.”
 
   I felt like I'd been slapped. I reeled backwards, shoulders slamming into the wall behind me with a soft thud.
 
   He took a step closer to the shields, more light shining along his face and exposed hands, playing through the dark shadows under his neck. “You joined the Academy to make a difference. You joined the Academy to help people. We gave you the means to do that.”
 
   “You turned me into a monster.”
 
   “Not all power is monstrous. It is judged by how you use it. You can choose to kill indiscriminately, you can choose to steal. Or you can choose to save. Or,” he took a sharp step towards the shields, “or you can choose to do nothing at all.”
 
   “You... you didn't give me any choice. I never asked to be turned into this.”
 
   “You asked to help, Subject Omega. You joined the Star Forces because you wanted to make a difference. So make a difference. Use the power we've given you. Drive back the Forgotten.”
 
   I couldn't back off any further. I couldn't get away – not from him, and not from what he was saying.
 
   “Y-you awoke the Forgotten. W-we might have accidentally opened that wall, but you would have used me to do the same. You're the reason the galaxy's at war. If you hadn't meddled—”
 
   “The Forgotten were always going to wake, Omega. We've known for over 100 years what was coming. We rushed to develop weapons and militarize our assets so we could be prepared. The Farsight Program was at the forefront of this push. And you, Subject Omega, are our greatest success, our greatest hope.”
 
   I shook my head violently, hair spilling across my collar and down my front.
 
   Again, he looked impassive. It seemed a bomb could go off behind him and he wouldn’t even blink.
 
   He was serene in his calm certainty.
 
   “Answer me this – is it more barbarous and monstrous for the Star Forces to take away your freedom and craft you into a weapon without your permission, or is it worse to now hold the power to save the galaxy, and yet not use it?”
 
   “You're wrong,” I said so fast my words slurred into a hiss.
 
   “Am I? You were always smart, always diligent. And unless much has changed, Subject Omega, you are just. You know the right thing to do. So why aren't you doing it?”
 
   “If I attack the Forgotten, they'll capture me, they'll—”
 
   “Have you tried? Or have you run and hid?”
 
   “Look what they've done to Williams?! They'll do worse to me. With me, they'll... they'll take over this galaxy. We'll all die....”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I can hear them!” I almost shrieked, voice reverberating around the room and ringing in my ears. “Because I can hear them. Because they won't shut up. They won't stop reaching out to me—”
 
   “Then fight. Fight back.”
 
   “And what if I lose? You think I should risk condemning the Milky Way? If I stay out of this, maybe we have a chance. The Forgotten have us on the run, but they haven't beaten us yet.”
 
   “They will. Soon. Two months,” he said calmly.
 
   Two months. His words rang hollow in my mind.
 
   Two goddamn months.
 
   I wanted to tell myself we had more time, but we didn't, did we?
 
   He could see the abject terror shaking in my gaze – there was no way I could hide it as I stood there pressed against the wall, hair a mess over my shoulders.
 
   “We outfitted you with stronger implants, Subject Omega. You are now more powerful than you've ever been.”
 
   “And you increased my dependency on 78,” I shot back, hands curling into fists as the anger smashed through my fear and guilt. I took a snapped step away from the wall. “I need so much we'll run out in a month. If your plan really was to use me as a weapon against the Forgotten, then why did you do this?” I brought up a hand and pointed it at him. It shook.
 
   He glanced from my trembling fingers to my face impassively. “So that you would never turn against the galaxy.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   He turned, walked casually back to his small seat, sat down, leaned back, and looked at me.
 
   “That doesn't make any sense.”
 
   “Why not?” He clasped his hands over his middle. “Power like yours must be controlled. Without checks and balances, you could turn against the citizens of the Alliance.”
 
   I let out a shaking burst of a laugh. It was so frustrated and sharp it sounded more like a cry.
 
   I wanted to ball up a hand and slam it into the force field, tear the generators right from the wall. Yet at the same time I wanted to cower in the corner.
 
   It was his goddamn impassive gaze. It was the fact he could sit there and calmly spread such lies.
 
   Nothing he said made sense. It was all designed to undermine me.
 
   ... It was all designed to undermine me.
 
   “With power like yours comes the temptation to do anything you like.”
 
   “H-ow dare you say that. With power like mine? What about you? The Star Forces do whatever they want and never face the consequences. You're ruining this galaxy.”
 
   “We're saving it. Without a strong army, we would never have had a chance against the Forgotten. We've known this for the past century. Everything we have done and will do is all in an attempt to buy the Milky Way a future, not condemn it.”
 
   I screwed my eyes so tightly closed it felt like I would push my eyeballs through my skull. I dug a hand into my brow, too, forcing the nails to grate against the skin. “You're lying.”
 
   “Why would I lie? I have nothing to hide.” He gestured widely with his hands.
 
   I felt like I was going to explode. I couldn't make him see how insane his words were.
 
   He was mad. He had to be mad. Because if he wasn't – if what he was saying was true – then... then....
 
   Perhaps he sensed an opportunity, because he leaned forward, gaze locked on mine. “You need to reach the Star Forces Primary Outer Supply Station.”
 
   “What?” I shook my head at his sudden change in topic.
 
   “It's where we've kept all the Forgotten tech we've discovered over the years. It is top secret, but it won't take long for the Forgotten to find out about it.”
 
   “What are you saying? Why would we go there?”
 
   “Because there is the key to ending the war.”
 
   “…What?”
 
   “As I have said, the Star Forces have known of the Forgotten’s impending attack for over a century. For all that time, we have prepared.”
 
   I didn’t want to believe him. I wanted to push away what he was saying. And yet I couldn’t stop listening with rapt attention.
 
   “Now they are here, we must fight them with everything we have, or-we-will-all-die,” he slowed down, lips yanking back hard around every word.
 
   The result was like shots to my brain.
 
   Once more, I reeled.
 
   For a man who was sitting down with an impassive expression, he still had as much force as a heavy cruiser.
 
   “We have developed weapons capable of severing the Forgotten’s connection to their unique energy source at the quantum level. These weapons are being stored on the Primary Outer Supply Station.”
 
   “If… if that’s true, then why haven’t the Star Forces used them yet?”
 
   “Once we begin to use them and the Forgotten realize we have such weaponry, they will attack with everything they have. We need to strike first with one decisive blow.”
 
   “Then why haven’t you done that?”
 
   He leaned forward, hands dropping loosely to his sides, eyes locked on me. “Because we need you, Alyssa.”
 
   It was the first time he’d used my real name, acknowledged I was more than his Subject Omega.
 
   It riveted me to the spot.
 
   “We need you for your original purpose – as a Battle System, to organize and command troops and weaponry on the field in a coordinated frontal assault while our weapons can be prepped. You are also the only card that will draw the Forgotten together – if we dangle you before them, they will come running.” His expression remained neutral no matter what he was saying, his gaze keen but unaffected, his stance loose and free.
 
   I couldn’t speak.
 
   I couldn’t….
 
   “We need you, Alyssa,” his voice dropped down low, “you’re the Milky Way’s only hope.”
 
   Without warning, the door behind me opened.
 
   Surprise shot through me and I lost my footing, falling towards it.
 
   Two arms wrapped around my back and caught me before I could strike the floor.
 
   “Alyssa?” Nathan bent down, redoubled his grip, and pulled me to my feet. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “S-Shepherd?”
 
   His shock-filled face looked down at me, then snapped up towards his father.
 
   Admiral Shepherd hadn’t moved. He watched with calm interest.
 
   Nathan’s expression soured.
 
   I got my balance and shifted away from him with a jerk, gaze sliding to the floor.
 
   “What’s going on here?” Nathan demanded.
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   I… couldn’t stop thinking about what Admiral Shepherd had said.
 
   I didn’t want to believe him, knew Nathan would be disappointed in me for even coming here, but… but what if Admiral Shepherd was right?
 
   Oh god, what if he was right?
 
   “Alyssa?” Nathan demanded.
 
   I would not lift my gaze.
 
   “I’m glad you’re alive, son.” Admiral Shepherd stood and shifted towards the shield.
 
   Though his movements were slow and weren’t threatening, Nathan snapped his head around, pupils dilated and brow drawn tight.
 
   “I heard you fought bravely,” the Admiral continued.
 
   “Stay out of this,” Nathan snapped.
 
   The Admiral nodded politely, turned, and sat down, again clasping his hands neatly in his lap.
 
   “Alyssa—” Nathan began.
 
   I ducked under his arm and darted out the door.
 
   It was such a childish thing to do, but I couldn’t stop myself.
 
   “Alyssa? What?” Before the door could swish closed, he sprang through it.
 
   I wanted to run.
 
   He got there first and lurched in front of me, head dipping low as he tried but failed to catch my attention.
 
   I didn’t want to face him.
 
   I didn’t want to face anything right now.
 
   And that – that was the problem.
 
   ….
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   When I’d reached the Miracle, I hadn’t expected to find her talking to my father.
 
   What the hell had she been doing in that room?
 
   Why in God’s name would she voluntarily chat with my father after everything he’d done?
 
   If I’d had cause to worry about Alyssa before, I had more now.
 
   Plus, she wouldn’t look at me. Her gaze was furtive, darting left and right, slicing from the wall to the floor to my boot, but never to my face.
 
   I took another step forward, clenching my jaw as I did. “Alyssa, what the hell were you doing in there?” Maybe I should be trying to control my tone, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t. Something close to rage was boiling up inside me. Rage at the thought of what he’d said to her. Rage that she could believe him.
 
   She took a soft step back, clutching her now sweaty hands before her. “Just let it go, Shepherd. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “You can’t trust anything he says.” I rounded on her, eyes wide with impassioned fervor. She had to believe me. God, no one knew how good my father was at manipulation like I did.
 
   She wouldn’t look at me. When I reached out for her, she twisted away, lose hair flaring over her shoulder.
 
   “Alyssa, please, you can’t trust him. He’s a liar—”
 
   “Even liars tell the truth sometimes,” she admitted in a hushed tone.
 
   I recoiled. “Alyssa, no. Don’t you remember what he did to you? Everything you’ve been through? The Star Forces did that to you. He did that to you,” my voice shook.
 
   She took another step back from me, never twisting her head up to face me.
 
   A sick feeling descended through my gut, goading hard at my intestines like a bull.
 
   “None of that matters. He’s right, none of that matters anymore.”
 
   “How can you possibly say that? They kidnapped you, turned you into—”
 
   “They did what they had to.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “Shepherd, you don’t have to understand. But he’s right. They’re all right. I have to do something. I can’t hide in the shadows, not when the Forgotten are tearing through the Milky Way. Not when I can do something,” she added in the softest possible voice.
 
   “Alyssa, no – you know the stakes. We have to keep you protected from the Forgotten.”
 
   “At what cost?” she hissed through bared teeth. “At what cost, Shepherd?” Her eyes flashed up to meet mine, the irises rimmed with white. “You almost died,” her tone dipped down low, her voice shuddering through her throat. “You almost died on the Ra’xon. I could have done something, could have been there. We wouldn’t have as many casualties—”
 
   “Don’t think that way,” I snapped as I jerked towards her, grabbed her shoulders, and looked into her eyes.
 
   She let me hold her, though she wouldn’t look at me. Her gaze was still directed over my shoulder, her cheeks white and slack.
 
   “Alyssa, you can’t trust a word that man says. Believe me. I’ve lived under his shadow my entire life. He always knows exactly what to say to get you to do what he wants. Just look at me – I was always the good loyal son, the oblivious lieutenant commander who followed orders, who ignored others’ suffering just because my old man assured me there was a point to it. You can’t let him do the same to you.”
 
   She still wouldn’t look at me.
 
   God dammit, why wouldn’t she look at me?
 
   She swallowed hard, her throat pushing against the tight collar of her uniform. “And what if he’s right?”
 
   I could barely pick up her words – they were a light whisper like wind rustling through leaves.
 
   “He can’t—”
 
   “Why not?” Finally she swung her gaze around and locked it on me with all the force of hands around my throat. “You hate him, but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong. I can’t hang around waiting, Nathan. I won’t do it anymore. If there’s a chance we can stop the Forgotten, that I can fight them, then I have to do it.”
 
   “You’d risk everything?”
 
   “Yes, I’d risk everything. I don’t have anything left anymore anyway,” she spat, her eyes wild as she stared at me.
 
   I calmed. No, maybe I surrendered. This cold sensation spread through my chest and locked my limbs in place. “You don’t have anything, Alyssa – nothing at all?”
 
   There was something about my soft, defeated tone that made her pause. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t have me?” the words slipped out. There was nothing I could do to hold them in. They evaded every scrap of sense that begged me not to reveal my feelings.
 
   And then they hung there. In the air. Waiting.
 
   She didn’t react.
 
   Not at first. Maybe she hadn’t heard me….
 
   Then the color filtered back to her cheeks, just a touch here and a touch there, giving life to the pale shadow she’d become.
 
   I waited, a hard knot deep in my gut.
 
   “… What?” she managed.
 
   Here was my opportunity to backpedal. I could explain my hasty revelation as a mistake.
 
   Or I could let it stand.
 
   The seconds ticked on.
 
   I said nothing.
 
   She took a step back from me. My heart sank as if it had sped up to beyond light speed and plummeted right through the floor.
 
   She was rejecting me. Of course she was. Now was not the time for a relationship. And with everything else going on in her life, I was the last person she would consider.
 
   Then she seemed to teeter back and forth on the tips of her toes until finally she took a much larger step closer.
 
   I waited for her to make another move. She didn’t.
 
   “Shepherd,” she began, voice soft, maybe the softest I’d ever heard it, “I….”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “No.” She snapped her gaze up to me, her eyes wide with pleading. “I mean, if you meant what you said…. Did you mean what you said?”
 
   Here it was again – another opportunity to deny my feelings.
 
   It would be the easy thing to do, the sensible thing. It would be what my father would do, if, of course, he would ever be capable of feeling anything for anyone other than mild contempt.
 
   I forced myself to nod. “I meant it.”
 
   I waited there again in silence.
 
   She nodded, more color returning to her cheeks. “I… like… just want… look… not now,” she finally pushed the words out. “Just not now,” she said again, voice staccato.
 
   I pushed a hard breath through my chest. The expectation that had built was now doused as a cold regret seeped down my back. I nodded. “I understand. Look, I’m sorry—”
 
   “Don’t be sorry. I just can’t, not now.”
 
   I nodded, neck stiff. “I understand.” I tried to control my tone, but couldn’t stop it from dropping with regret.
 
   “Once the war is over,” she suddenly added, her gaze slowly lifting, drawing off the floor and drifting up my body until it locked on my eyes. “If you’ll….”
 
   “I’ll wait,” the words were out of my mouth before I could take a much needed breath.
 
   We stood there in silence. I hadn’t expected the conversation to take this turn. Now it had, my heart thundered in my chest, pounding in my rib cage.
 
   Before too long, her gaze slipped back towards the wall that separated the corridor from the cell beyond. And in a kick, I remembered what she’d just done. “Alyssa,” I said in a much softer voice, “you can’t believe a word he’s told you. Everything that man does is only to aid himself.”
 
   She paused, and it took her a long time to answer. “He told me the only way I could make sense of what had happened to me was to fight.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. They kidnapped you, tortured you.”
 
   “I know that, Nathan,” her tone dropped to a whisper, “but he has a point. I can help – maybe I’m the only one who can help win this war. If I hold back my power now, then I make what happened to me even more monstrous. I can’t let others die because of this.”
 
   “The Forgotten our after you, Alyssa. We can’t let them capture you, the risk is too great.”
 
   “But I can fight them, Nathan,” her tone rose, now punching down the corridor. Fortunately there was no one around to hear our impassioned argument, though.
 
   “It is—” I began.
 
   “I don’t intend to go and take on the Death Giver on my own. I’m not that stupid. I shouldn’t have to run from the rest, though. We know I have more than enough power to stop the body drones. I did it on Moon Alpha 98. I can do it again.”
 
   I clenched my teeth together and took a harsh hurried breath through them, air hissing through every gap in the enamel. “It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “And it’s far, far more dangerous to do nothing. We can’t continue to run from the Forgotten as they hound us. They will pick us off one by one, and then they’ll capture me anyway. We have to fight now or never.” She brought up a hand and expressively flattened it on her chest, the fabric puckering around her stiff fingers.
 
   “We don’t know enough about the Forgotten yet. If we draw you into the fight, they may be able to call reinforcements so quickly you’ll be overcome.”
 
   “But my point still stands, Nathan – if we don’t fight now, we’ll never fight. We are losing. We have to do something now, or our fate and that of the Milky Way is already set in stone.”
 
   I wanted to withdraw. I couldn’t. There was nowhere to go but back into the cell with my father, and he would offer no solace.
 
   “I want to win this war, Alyssa, believe you me, I do. But I don’t agree with your assessment. There will be a way to stop the Forgotten without risking you.”
 
   “Really? You want to win this war?” Now she would look nowhere but at me. Her gaze was so blazing it felt like a laser slicing right through the center of my head.
 
   At first I couldn’t say anything. My mouth became dry, my throat like a wall of sand. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means, Nathan Shepherd, that if you want to win this war, you need to become more like him.” She slammed a hand to her left and pointed a stiff finger towards the wall, towards my father beyond.
 
   I froze.
 
   “You may hate him, and you have very good reason to, but at least he… at least he….”
 
   “If we win this war,” I finally found my voice, “we will win it on our terms. I refuse to descend to Hell. I refuse to become a devil like him.” I was surprised by my fervor. My voice shook through my throat, sounding like a coin rattling in a can.
 
   Her attention riveted on me.
 
   We stared each other down.
 
   I didn’t even blink.
 
   But before I could win and hammer home my point, my comm PIP beeped.
 
   I ground my teeth together. “Yes?”
 
   “Your presence is requested on the bridge.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   Before I could stop her, Alyssa began to turn away.
 
   “Alyssa—”
 
   “I’ll come see you later,” she promised over her shoulder.
 
   That promise sat heavily in my gut. It wasn’t anger, it wasn’t nerves, it wasn’t frustration. But boy was it close to all three.
 
   With a deep sigh, I half closed my eyes, turned, and walked for the bridge.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I headed back to my room. I slouched over to my bed. Twisting on my foot, I let my knees buckle, and I fell down on the mattress, the covers bunching around my stiff body.
 
   Drawing a hand up, I planted it over my eyes.
 
   I pressed them closed until the darkness flooded in.
 
   With it came memories of my life. Of my training.
 
   Unbidden from my unconsciousness I saw flashes of what Axis had done to me. The various tasks, the exercises.
 
   My training had been so extensive that as I remembered every exercise, I felt minute twitches in my muscles as if I were trying to follow along.
 
   I really was his complete battle system.
 
   I was primed to fight in even the hardest war.
 
   … So why wasn’t I fighting?
 
   Despite what Nathan had said, Admiral Shepherd’s words sprang back into my consciousness like a light that simply wouldn’t turn off.
 
   What was the point to me – the point to the horrors I’d endured – if I wouldn’t fight? Now. When the galaxy needed me the most?
 
   Maybe Admiral Shepherd’s words had been deliberately manipulative, but maybe that didn’t matter.
 
   He was still right.
 
   I got to decide what to do next. I could either use the curse that had been given to me, or I could turn from it and turn from the Milky Way at the same time.
 
   With a heavy sigh that rattled through the room, I pressed my hand as hard as I could into my eyes until I saw stars.
 
   Gritting my teeth, a new wave of guilt assailed me, and with it a conclusion.
 
   … There really was nothing I could do but fight.
 
   I couldn’t deal with the shame of anyone else losing their lives for me.
 
   My hand dropped of its own accord, flattening beside me.
 
   I opened my bleary eyes and stared at the ceiling. Then my muscles stiffened down my back, my stomach crunched, and I sat, hair tumbling over my shoulder.
 
   I locked my gaze on the door.
 
   No more indecision. No more vacillating.
 
   I stood and tugged down on my uniform, fingers lingering as I brought them up and placed them on the pips that indicated my rank.
 
   Without a word and without another thought I marched towards the door.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I knew what she’d be thinking. Though I’d barely known Alyssa for more than several months, that didn’t matter. I understood her. And I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, what she’d be telling herself right now.
 
   That he was right. That the bullshit my old man had spouted was true.
 
   I knew all that, so that’s why I rounded on my foot and headed through the cell.
 
   I’d done what I needed to on the bridge, and now I was back.
 
   Ready to face my father.
 
   The door to the cell beeped and opened.
 
   I strode in, fists pressed by my sides, jaw clenched hard.
 
   There he sat, like always, calm and serene behind that flickering orange force field.
 
   My father was a master at hiding his true feelings. That, or he simply couldn’t feel. Perhaps he’d scratched away all emotion from his body years ago, so now all that was left was a brain hardened by war and victory.
 
   “Son, I was wondering when you were going to come back to see me,” he commented casually.
 
   “Stop it. Just tell me what you told her.”
 
   “I told the truth, Nathan, that she is our only hope. That if we are to win this war, and we must, she must fight, not run.”
 
   “The Forgotten are after her. They’ll do anything to get her back. And you told her to fight? Do you have any idea what you’ve done? She’s vulnerable, she’s—” I stopped abruptly realizing I couldn’t discuss a word of this with my father. While I hated to see how tortured Alyssa had become, discussing that with my dad would only lead him to manipulate her.
 
   So I clenched my jaw harder.
 
   “Do I need to share with you the consequences of losing this war? The Forgotten will not allow anyone to win. They view all forms of life as a scourge upon their galaxy. They will wipe everyone from existence, destroy every testament to the Alliance and every other civilization in the Milky Way, and rewrite history anew.”
 
   “I know that. Goddammit, I know that,” I bellowed, “but you had no right to say that to her. Not now. Not ever.”
 
   “Why? You want to protect her, don’t you, Nathan? You want to keep her for yourself.” He shrugged. “An interesting position for a so-called selfless soldier.”
 
   “Don’t you dare call me selfish. You’ve always done exactly what you wanted to without any care for the consequences.”
 
   “Incorrect. I’ve always done what I’ve had to with absolutely every care for the consequences. If I hadn’t done what I had, son, we would have no chance of fighting the Forgotten. But now, now we have that chance. You call her Alyssa, and it’s time to let her out from under your wing.”
 
   “Don’t tell me what I have to do,” I bellowed, voice punching around the room.
 
   My father didn’t react. I was boiling up on the inside, and he was as calm as a placid lake.
 
   “If you take too long to realize the truth, Nathan, you will condemn the galaxy. Let her go.”
 
   My jaw punched open as another wave of anger slammed into my gut. But I couldn’t think of anything to say. Not a word.
 
   He stared right at me. “You wish to know what I told her. Very well. The Star Forces have known of the Forgotten’s existence and impending attack for over a century. In that time, we have prepared. We have militarized. We have pushed for more and more weapons. All for this war.” He pointed a stiff finger at the floor, the only sign of tension he’d shown since I’d entered the room.
 
   I deliberately shook my head.
 
   “Shake your head, son, but it will not change the facts. Everything I have done – every so-called brutal act you have chosen to hate me for – all have been for the Milky Way’s preservation.”
 
   “You’re lying,” I said quietly through a dry mouth.
 
   “If only I were. If only I were.” He rested back again, clasping his hands neatly in his lap. “I would have liked to have led a quiet life, son. Perhaps you cannot believe that, but it is true.” He broke eye contact and stared at the floor, a far-off quality to his gaze. “There are many things I would have liked to achieve.” He finally looked up at me. “But only one thing that ultimately mattered. True leaders must push away their selfish desires. To lead is to adopt the goal of the many wholeheartedly. And that goal is existence. For if we do not fight the Forgotten and push them back, we will all die,” he repeated once more. Though his voice was arguably lower, his tone soft like a whisper, it somehow had more import, punching through me and settling hard in the base of my gut.
 
   “I’m not going to believe you,” I said defensively.
 
   “Incorrect – you do not want to believe me. Your entire identity is invested in the fact you are different from me. You want to be a good man, but you don’t know how. Because to be a good man, you must save the many. And in this case, to save the many, you must become exactly like me,” he spread a hand on his chest, the fingers smoothing over his always immaculate uniform, “you must defeat the Forgotten, no matter the costs. And the costs will be lives. Freedom. Rights. But existence, Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd, trumps those all.”
 
   Like a child, all I could do was stand there and shake my head. Over and over again. My neck muscles loose, limp, cold with dread.
 
   “I told Alyssa that she must obtain the weapons on the Primary Outer Storage Station and use them to defeat the Forgotten,” my father continued without pause.
 
   “What?”
 
   “We have developed weapons that can defeat the Forgotten. However, they can only be successfully deployed with Alyssa’s assistance. Not only will she draw the Forgotten towards us, but she will be able to conduct the battle to give us the chance we need.”
 
   I wanted to shake my head. I couldn’t. Not anymore. All I could do was stand there, cold, half dead, staring as my father revealed facts I couldn’t believe but couldn’t push away.
 
   “And that, Nathan, was what I told her. I stand by my words. If we are to have any chance of defeating the Forgotten, we must liberate those weapons.”
 
   “… Listen to what you’re saying. Liberate weapons? You’re still in the Star Forces, aren’t you?”
 
   He shrugged. “I offer no allegiance to any specific group and never have. My loyalty lies with the galaxy,” his eyes widened and his look became intense, “with existence. If that existence can be better assured with the pirates, with the resistance, with some faction yet to be developed, then so be it.”
 
   I couldn’t believe what he was saying. In my mind my father was the epitome of loyalty to the Alliance. He breathed, ate, and slept the Alliance. Surely the blood of the Alliance pumped in his veins.
 
   But what he was saying… what he was saying….
 
   I shook, the move obvious.
 
   My father’s eyes locked on my shoulder, then drifted slowly up to my face. “Your trouble, son, is you have always had a hard time adjusting your beliefs in the presence of new evidence.”
 
   “You mean I’m not easy to manipulate,” I countered through clenched teeth.
 
   My father stared at me impassively. “I think you’ll find the definition of reason is a point of view that can be altered in the face of new evidence. Inflexibility of opinion, however, is the very opposite of reason itself. Fundamentalism.”
 
   I receded at his argument.
 
   I was determined not to lose to him, though. “If what you’re saying is somehow true, then how in God’s name did you develop a weapon that can destroy the Forgotten?”
 
   “They are a curious race with a curious history.”
 
   “And what’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “We have never seen technology like there’s.”
 
   “You mean it’s light years beyond ours?”
 
   “Yes, and no. In the short-term, it does give them a significant advantage, however their technology has a significant disadvantage too.”
 
   Nerves pumped through my gut. I tried to tell myself not to believe a word he was saying, but I couldn’t stop the anticipation from climbing my spine. “What do you mean?”
 
   “That the Forgotten’s technology – their ships, their weapons, their body drones, even the implants that were adapted for the Farsight Program – no more of them can be created.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “They are unique and cannot be replicated. It is the Forgotten's current goal to scour the galaxy and retrieve stockpiles of their technology they left before they disappeared several hundred thousand years ago.”
 
   “Their current goal? You must be out of your mind. Their current goal is to destroy the Star Forces and burn through the Milky Way.”
 
   “Think, son, watch. Think,” my father repeated, voice bottoming out and shaking. “Do what I have always taught you to do. Take a step back and assess the Forgotten’s goals. You will see what I have just told you. Their attacks have a pattern. They’re not just going after the Star Forces. They’re going after their strongholds. Areas that once held their own technology.”
 
   I began shaking my head instinctively. I stopped.
 
   My father’s eyes locked on me. “Do it right now, son – use your wrist device to bring up the Forgotten’s current battle fronts. Ask the computer to predict their tactical goals. You will see what I’m telling you – they are going after their own technology.”
 
   “Why would they be doing that?” I asked through a dry mouth.
 
   He sat back, pressed his shoulders against the unyielding metal of the cell wall, and neatened his hands in his lap. “Because they need their own technology to survive.”
 
   I snorted. I can’t say it was derisive, though. It was just a noise, a testament to the frustration building within my gut like pressurized gas trapped in an ever narrowing chamber. “The Forgotten are the greatest enemy we have ever faced. Their civilization is light-years beyond our own. Why would they need their own technology discarded from thousands upon thousands of years ago? That doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Check your common sense at the door. It won’t help you here. You need to push for answers, not assume you already know them. The Forgotten’s technology, as far as I understand it, utilizes a nonreplaceable energy source. Long ago, they harvested a unique kind of quantum energy and trapped it within their devices. They cannot make more.”
 
   I really did laugh now, and it rattled from my throat. “That sounds like the plot from a bad holo movie. It makes no scientific sense.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders. “Tell me, son, do you believe you have the requisite scientific knowledge to understand the Forgotten’s technology? If you do, why don’t you replicate their weapons? Why don’t you end this war with a snap of your fingers?”
 
   I actually snarled. “Your argument doesn’t follow. And what you’re suggesting is ridiculous.”
 
   “Son, son, son, war is won with speed. Victory goes to those who can see opportunities when others see nothing at all. If you don’t open your mind, Nathan, and research the possibilities, you will lose, and you’ll take us all with you.”
 
   I opened my mouth to snap at him, but didn’t get the opportunity. My comm PIP beeped.
 
   “Shepherd, you there?” It was the Chief.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I want you to come to main engineering. I’ve got something to show you.”
 
   “On my way.”
 
   I took a step back without turning from my father.
 
   Finally, however, I shifted around and headed for the door. Just as it opened before me, he cleared his throat. “Ask yourself this, Nathan – do you honestly think you can protect her? The answer is no. The answer is you must let her protect us all instead.”
 
   With that comment ringing in my mind, I walked through the doors and they closed behind me.
 
   Immediately I wanted to turn around and stomp back into his cell, tell him he was wrong, tell him I wouldn’t fall for his tricks.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   The Chief wouldn’t have called if it weren’t important.
 
   So I ignored the frustration building in my gut, and I pushed off.
 
   I was always called away before I could finish any conversation with my father. Which was probably a good thing. As I was looking for something I would never find. Resolution. I would stand there, pushing against anything he said, trying to force him to concede his point to me. But it would never happen.
 
   So I didn’t look back with regret as I turned sharply on my heel and headed down the corridor.
 
   It didn’t take long to reach main engineering. Unlike the Ra’xon, the Miracle was in much better shape. A lot of the damage Alyssa had wrought when she’d tried to escape had been fixed.
 
   Still, it was an eerie experience walking through the Miracle’s engineering bay – it brought up violent, sharp memories of the battle I’d just fought and barely won.
 
   I quickly made my way over to an office on the far side of the room where the Chief had taken up shop.
 
   At first she didn’t bother to look up as I entered. Two of her hands were locked on her desk as she leaned over a console and stared at something.
 
   I stood there for a few seconds until I cleared my throat.
 
   She actually jerked back, as if she hadn’t heard me enter. “Didn’t hear you coming,” she explained.
 
   “I hardly walk like a ballerina,” I commented as I looked at her.
 
   If I thought I was showing signs of fatigue, I was dead wrong. The Chief looked ready to drop.
 
   She waved me over to the console, taking a step to the side as she pointed at it. “Have a look at this.”
 
   I glanced down at the console. It was displaying some kind of message.
 
   “What am I looking at?” Confusion crumpled my brow as I angled my head towards the Chief.
 
   She shrugged her shoulders, the move heavy and laden with fatigue. She only bothered using one hand, letting the other five rest limply on the table. “It’s a message from Moon Alpha 98.”
 
   I shook my head. “You mean the Forgotten? They’re trying to get in contact with us?”
 
   She shook her head, every neck muscle strained. It was clear she was having trouble even standing, let alone working. If she wasn’t so necessary to the survival of the Ra’xon and the Miracle, I’d order her to get some rest. “No, this message is over a month old.”
 
   I frowned, the move etching deep into my chin. “How is that possible?”
 
   “I had to clean it up a bit, as it’s degraded over time, but as far as I can tell, it comes from a Research Manager Amy Lee. It looks as if she was the archaeologist in charge of the dig on Alpha 98.”
 
   “I’m not following.”
 
   “Fair enough. I looked at Lee’s records, and she used to work in signal research. Clearly her research paid off, because she managed to hide a naturally propagating message that was transmitted once the Star Forces jamming beacons on Alpha 98 were destroyed by the Forgotten.”
 
   “I’m still not following.”
 
   She gave a heavy, weary sigh, her remaining hand dropping limply to the table. “It looks as if the research dig was attacked by the Star Forces. Murdered. In cold blood. Research Manager Lee took footage and managed to get off a message just before she was killed. Using her skills as a signal researcher, she essentially hid the message until the Star Forces jamming equipment was destroyed. Then the message was sent.”
 
   “But why didn’t the Forgotten pick up on it? They’ve been playing havoc with Star Forces communications. They clearly have the technology to intercept and destroy messages.”
 
   “That’s why I called you here, Lieutenant Commander. It seems in her last few seconds Research Manager Lee gave the Milky Way a parting gift. If I’m right, this could be just what we need. A full proof means to communicate without the Forgotten knowing about it.”
 
   The importance of what she was saying finally struck me. I swallowed wildly, feeling like a rock had become lodged in my throat. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Right now the only thing I’m sure about is I feel like hell. This will require further analysis. But for now, it’s a promising lead. And considering the beating we’re taking, it’s worth pursuing.”
 
   “I nodded my head firmly. “Well I hope it works, we can’t…” I trailed off. I didn’t need to tell the Chief we couldn’t take too many more defeats – she more than anyone knew that.
 
   She nodded, brought up a hand, and latched it on the back of her neck. “Yeah, I get it – the galaxy is standing on a precipice, and at any second we could be pushed off into the void. I get it,” she added in another soft, defeated tone.
 
   “Don’t give up,” I said in a voice that hardly bridled with authority. It was heartfelt though. If the Chief were any other member of crew, I’d tell her it was her duty to keep fighting until the end. But I didn’t need to give her lessons on duty, not considering her unending contribution to the fight. So I hoped my commiserating smile was enough.
 
   Surprisingly, it appeared to have an effect on her, and she leaned back, stretched out her six arms with a click, and nodded more firmly this time. “Right, now I’ve told you that, Lieutenant Commander, shouldn’t you be getting to that briefing? It’s in three minutes now. You’ll have to run.”
 
   I nodded, turned hard on my foot, and left, shooting the Chief a quick “Thank you,” as I strode quickly from her office.
 
   Walking to the briefing, what she told me filtered through my mind. A method of communicating the Forgotten couldn’t pick up on.… Christ, if it was true, this was the weapon we needed.
 
   No, I corrected myself almost immediately, not the weapon. A weapon.
 
   What my father had told me slammed back into the forefront of my mind.
 
   There was a way to fight the Forgotten. If we were willing to risk enough.
 
   I felt cold as that thought settled hard into my gut.
 
   Finally I made it to the briefing room where the Captain and a few other members of senior staff waited, including Alyssa, and a few faces I hadn’t seen in a while – the Lady Argoza and J’axal.
 
   Due to her status, the Lady Argoza had been transferred to the Miracle, and J’axal had gone with her as a personal bodyguard.
 
   She made enduring eye contact as I roughly sat in the closest seat.
 
   “That was a hell of a victory you managed to pull off.” J’axal offered me a gruff nod. “Thanks to you, we’re still alive.”
 
   I returned the nod.
 
   Then my gaze settled on Argoza. Looking at her brought back a memory that had been shunted to the shadows of my mind.
 
   The Elogian Factions were behind the resistance. They were puppet masters, financial backers, and ultimately the only party that would win from our hard fought victories.
 
   At first the Lady smiled at me, but then maybe a little of my suspicion cut through my gaze, because her brow crumpled. “Is everything all right, Nathan?”
 
   There’d been a time when her familiarity had been welcome. I’d thought it had meant Argoza held me in her esteem. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe she really was part of the Elogian Factions, and this was all a game.
 
   Before I could continue down the rabbit hole of my suspicions, the Captain cleared her throat. “I have called you all here to discuss the next phase of our battle plan and to inform you of several interesting developments.”
 
   I knew what she was talking about. I’d already radioed ahead and told her about my father’s revelation.
 
   But did she hold enough faith in my old man’s ramblings to believe him?
 
   As soon as I caught myself thinking that, I almost laughed. I clearly held enough faith that my father was right about the Elogians. So maybe he wasn’t lying about this either.
 
   At that thought, a chill sensation raced down my back and lodged hard in the base of my spine.
 
   “Admiral Shepherd has informed us of a possible weapon built to destroy the Forgotten,” the Captain said without pause or fanfare.
 
   Before her monumental words could settle, Argoza shook her head. “How can we trust a man like him?” Her gaze automatically flicked towards me. “I mean no offense, but surely we cannot forget his primary goal is to destroy the resistance. And knowing that, we must assume this is a trap.”
 
   The Captain nodded diplomatically. “Such suspicions have crossed my mind, and I believe it is integral that we independently verify his claims. However, we cannot ignore the possibility this is right, nor can we push away the hope it gives. We are yet to find a weapon effective against the Forgotten. We are yet to find a strategy sufficient to push them back. Every day the combined efforts of the resistance and the Star Forces leads to naught but more casualties.”
 
   “The resistance aren’t combining their efforts with the Star Forces,” J’axal suddenly challenged, a deadly look in his gaze.
 
   The Captain didn’t react. A meteor could be barreling down upon her, and the woman wouldn’t blink. “We must face the fact that the Milky Way has changed. We must also face the fact that if we are to win – if we are to live as a civilization – we must focus our efforts on the Forgotten, not the Star Forces.”
 
   “They will only use this as an opportunity to destroy us,” Lady Argoza qualified immediately. “And if we help them win, we will only be helping them solidify their control of the Milky Way.”
 
   “The galaxy is never going to be the same again,” someone interrupted.
 
   It was Alyssa.
 
   Her words were quiet, more like a hush. But by God was the certainty behind them powerful. It made me shiver.
 
   “The galaxy will never be the same again. If we win – if we somehow win against the Forgotten,” she placed a hand on the table, leaned into it, and let her head drop low as she stared up under her eyebrows, “there’ll be no Star Forces. There’ll be no resistance. There will only be survivors. The galaxy will have to be rebuilt. And when the time comes, if the time comes, we can fight for the resistance’s cause. But right now, if we let that goal distract us, there will be no survivors. We will all die,” she said each word slowly, and though they were quiet, they still reverberated around the room.
 
   “I concur with Lieutenant Nightingale,” the Captain said evenly. “Though I caution that we still cannot trust the Star Forces, we must not undermine them at this time. We must focus all of our attention on the Forgotten.”
 
   “You’ll be sacrificing the resistance and everything we stand for,” Lady Argoza protested.
 
   “There is no resistance anymore,” Alyssa suddenly snapped, “it’s dead, and so is the Star Forces. We need to do what’s best for the galaxy. If that means helping the Star Forces, then so be it. Without them, we simply won’t have the firepower to destroy the Forgotten.”
 
   “I can’t believe someone like you could be saying something like that,” Lady Argoza challenged, a somewhat haughty look in her gaze.
 
   “And what does that mean?” Alyssa actually snarled.
 
   “You feel sympathy for your masters and it is affecting your judgement.”
 
   “My masters?” Alyssa’s tone bottomed out in warning.
 
   “That’s enough,” the Captain said firmly.
 
   “I’m simply pointing out the truth. And I cannot agree. We will not work with the Star Forces. The resistance must be in a position to take over the galaxy once the battle is over.”
 
   “I think you mean guide,” the Captain said diplomatically, but there was a hard edge to her tone. “And we cannot fight over the spoils of a battle that is not yet won.” She shifted her head back, a regal angle to her long powerful neck.
 
   The Lady Argoza sat back reluctantly, crossing her arms in front of her chest.
 
   The Captain ignored her and turned her gaze on me. “Lieutenant Commander, you are yet to express your opinions. I invite you to now do so.”
 
   I nodded my head low. “I think you’re right, Captain, and we can’t preoccupy ourselves with fighting over the spoils of a war we haven’t won. We need to face the fact we have no idea what state the Milky Way is going to be in once we drive the Forgotten back. And we have to understand that if we are to win this, it is likely we will have to sacrifice everything. Holding back, even one soldier, even one ship, even one gun, could be the difference between us winning and losing. And if we lose…” I let my voice trail off. I didn’t need to paint a picture, and I couldn’t. I couldn’t begin to imagine a Milky Way devoid of life, every scrap of our once great civilization crushed to dust.
 
   “Then we need to go after the primary outer storage facility,” Alyssa interrupted.
 
   Before Lady Argoza could turn her cold gaze on Alyssa, the Captain cleared her throat. “I have not yet informed the meeting of the importance of that facility, so I will do so now. Admiral Shepherd has assured us that within that facility the Star Forces have stockpiled weapons that can be used to destroy the Forgotten.” She immediately brought up a hand before Lady Argoza could protest. “We have not confirmed this report yet, but I am diverting resources to do just that, and with the novel new communication method the Chief has discovered, we can be confident we can relay this message through the fleet.”
 
   “Call me cynical,” J’axal growled, “but Admiral Shepherd is about as trustworthy as the Forgotten. Plus, if the Star Forces had such a weapon, why haven’t they used it yet?”
 
   The Captain’s gaze swiveled towards Alyssa.” Because they have not had a chance to deploy it yet. For it to work, we must strike a decisive blow and gather all the Forgotten in one place.”
 
   “Short of sending out a stunning party invite, how exactly are we going to do that?” J’axal crossed his arms and sat back heavily in his seat, the leather creaking against his slim-fit body armor.
 
   “With me,” Alyssa stated flatly. “We can lure them there with me.”
 
   My skin crawled as soon as she said it. It felt like someone had punched me in the gut.
 
   I thought I’d managed to get through to her, hammer home how important it was that she didn’t risk her life.
 
   Obviously I hadn’t.
 
   “I might be missing something, but isn’t that a massive risk?” J’axal asked. “Aren’t the Forgotten specifically after you?”
 
   “We may need Lieutenant Nightingale’s abilities to deploy the weapon and offer a sufficient distraction to the Forgotten.”
 
   “And what if none of that works?” I found my voice. It wavered and clearly lacked confidence, but this had to be said.
 
   Rather than look at the Captain, I unashamedly let my gaze cut towards Alyssa.
 
   At first she stared right back, but soon enough she let her eyes drop, and she stared at her hands.
 
   “We will risk everything and gain nothing but defeat,” the Captain summarized succinctly. “And yet, we must do something decisive to win this war. Thus far the Forgotten have proven that we are no match for them. It is therefore my recommendation that we proceed to the outer storage station to investigate this possibility.”
 
   “If this storage station really is holding technology that can destroy the Forgotten, do you honestly think we’ll just be able to waltz in and take it?”
 
   “No. The Star Forces will offer resistance,” the Captain conceded evenly. “Our priority will be to assess the station’s security, mount an operation, and retrieve what we can.”
 
   “This mission is simply too dangerous,” Lady Argoza protested.
 
   “Nothing in war is safe,” the Captain countered. “However, with the Miracle and the Ra’xon, it is my assessment that we will have a chance. And any chance, no matter how small, is preferable to waiting around to die. For no matter where we go, the Forgotten will continue to hound us. If we vacillate and do not head forward to our goal, we would be robbed of the time required to reach it.” With that, she pushed her hands into the table, rose, and nodded. “This meeting is over. If any of you have questions, you are welcome to come and see me privately.”
 
   With that, she turned and walked through the door that led back to her own office.
 
   I stood, intending to follow her, ready to plead my case that we couldn’t sacrifice Alyssa like that.
 
   I stopped when Lady Argoza walked over and placed a hand on my arm.
 
   I jerked my gaze over to her.
 
   “Nathan, I need to have a word.”
 
   “Now is not a great time—” I began.
 
   “Please, if our relationship means anything, please listen to me.”
 
   I nodded. Then I reluctantly walked out of the room with her.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I watched him walk out of the room with her, and it kicked off something in my gut.
 
   I would be kidding myself if I pretended not to know what it was.
 
   Jealousy, pure and simple.
 
   I’d been the one to turn Shepherd down and ask him to wait, because at the time, I hadn’t been able to process anything. With Admiral Shepherd’s warning so fresh in my mind, all I’d been able to think of was the fight.
 
   Now everything else came to the fore, and everything else was Shepherd.
 
   Did I want to be with him? Of course I did. I’d never felt a connection like this with anyone else. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that without him, I wouldn’t be here right now. I’d be dead.
 
   So I wanted him. But at the same time, I needed to keep him at arm’s-length. Because I couldn’t destroy this. I couldn’t ruin our friendship by screwing up a relationship. And I would screw it up. Sooner rather than later. I couldn’t control any aspect of my life right now, let alone my emotions. So how could I trust myself to be with him? How could I invite him to join me in my cursed life?
 
   I tried to push the sensations away. I wanted to label them as unreasonable, foolish, childish, but that didn't help.
 
   I was just so goddamn conflicted.
 
   I stood there for a few seconds until finally I turned hard on my foot and strode from the room.
 
   My skin itched. It wasn't nerves. It was still goddamn jealousy.
 
   Letting out a frustrated sigh, I forced a hand against my forehead, pushing hard back into my hairline, dislodging a few strands from my ponytail.
 
   I wanted everything, and that was the problem.
 
   More than anything, though, I wanted to run away.
 
   I balled a hand into a fist and started to strike it against my thigh – thump, thump, thump.
 
   If I wasn't careful and didn't calm down, I’d inadvertently activate my implants. God knows how much damage I could do before I regained control.
 
   And that was it – that was the cornerstone of all my problems. The reason I couldn't give into my feelings and accept Shepherd was because I couldn't trust myself.
 
   I couldn't trust myself.
 
   So the only thing I could do was fight.
 
   But had I the presence of mind to analyze my thoughts, I would have realized something important.
 
   What I really wanted to fight wasn’t the galaxy – it was myself.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   “What’s this about?” I tried to get to the point immediately as Argoza drew me into an empty room.
 
   She stood there for a few seconds, clasping her hands, gaze directed at the floor between us. Her expression wasn't so much thoughtful as wary.
 
   “Can I trust you?” she asked suddenly.
 
   I think I was expecting her question, but it still threw me off guard. “Of course,” I answered automatically, but I can't say my tone brimmed with confidence.
 
   Because the truth was, I didn't honestly know. Could I trust Argoza? Or was she a member of the Elogian Factions, tasked with keeping up the pretense of helping the resistance?
 
   “What is this about?” I pushed once more.
 
   She held her hands before herself, clasping the fingers tighter and tighter, the thumbs winding over each other.
 
   The move was so obviously nervous that it kindled the remaining compassion in my heart.
 
   “Are you alright?” I asked in a soft tone.
 
   “I fear we are making a grave mistake,” she said, voice slow and measured.
 
   As I looked at her, there wasn’t any indication she didn't believe what she was saying. I couldn't see the treachery I suspected was there.
 
   In all honesty, she still looked like the woman I’d almost fallen in love with.
 
   She looked up at me sharply. “You see it too, don't you? We’re rushing towards death. If we want to win this war, and if we want to be victorious over the Star Forces once we do, then we must plan carefully. We cannot throw away our lives on this slim dangerous hope.”
 
   I felt obliged to shake my head and tow the Captain's line. I couldn't.
 
   Maybe she saw my hesitation, because she suddenly took a darting step forward, coming a little closer than personal space allowed for.
 
   I took a nervous swallow.
 
   “Shepherd, I trust you, and I want you to know you can trust me, more than anyone else.”
 
   “I trust you,” I defaulted to saying in a much more forthright tone this time.
 
   “I feel like there's nobody else aboard that understands me.”
 
   “Just because the Captain hasn’t agreed with your position, doesn’t mean she doesn’t value your opinions.”
 
   The Lady pressed her lips together but didn't say anything. Again her gaze drifted down and locked on the floor. “I just want to know that no matter how much we sacrifice, there’ll be a galaxy worth living waiting for us at the other side.”
 
   “There will be.” I had no right to promise that, and reason told me I couldn't.
 
   But it was that pleading look in her eyes. It reached past my reason and clutched hold of my heart like ropes wrapping around every chamber.
 
   There was a reason I'd always had a thing for Lady Argoza. It wasn't just her grace and unrivaled beauty – it was her soft certainty, that delicate power.
 
   As soon as I thought that, my father's warning reared in my mind. All I ever wanted to do was protect. And all I ever got in return was trouble.
 
   “I can help you,” she suddenly offered.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She pushed her hand out towards me, her long elegant fingers stretching out in welcome.
 
   I stared at her hand. “I don't understand.”
 
   “Shepherd, you're the only person in this galaxy worth trusting, the only person I choose to be with.”
 
   At first I didn't pick up on her words. My mind kept spinning through my thoughts, like a bullet that kept being pushed off course.
 
   Then it struck me.
 
   Her words landed home right in the center of my chest, and involuntarily I took a step back.
 
   Her eyes widened. “I thought you felt the same way about me. You always seemed so….” She dropped my gaze and stared down at her hands, her thumbs now moving so franticly over each other they could have kindled a fire.
 
   I didn't know what to say. I was floored.
 
   Before any of this began, if Lady Argoza had revealed her feelings for me, Christ, I would've been the happiest man in the galaxy. To receive the affections of someone like her… had been my dream.
 
   Now, I was so conflicted I could barely think.
 
   “I know despite everything you're a good man,” she said quietly, taking a step back from me. “I know you always do what's right. So please, please consider this. The galaxy’s security depends on what we do next.”
 
   My heart, which had been beating wildly in my chest, ground to a stop.
 
   Responsibility flooded in, threatening to pull me off my feet and throw me against the far wall.
 
   People kept saying that. From Alyssa to my father to Lady Argoza – the whole fate of the Milky Way was resting in my hands. My small scarred hands.
 
   How is that fair? How could anyone expect me alone to save the Milky Way?
 
   I didn't have the power of Alyssa. I didn't have the knowledge of my father. I was just a man.
 
   Before I could wallow in the fact this wasn't fair, Argoza took a step my way, her bare feet pattering over the floor. She took a moment, then let her electrifying gaze shift up my form until it locked on my eyes. “At times like this, we must decide. Not just what we will do going forward, but who we'll be, what we'll stand for, and who we’ll be standing beside,” her tone dropped to a whisper. “My people believe that the future is not shaped just through our desires. What matters most is those we stand by. Those we stand for,” her voice reverberated on the word for. “I do not expect you to answer now, Nathan, but I entreat you to consider this question. Who do you stand for? Who can you trust, no matter what happens, to chart a path alongside you to a future worth living?”
 
   I couldn't say anything. Maybe I wasn't meant to.
 
   She took another soft step backwards, then turned on her bare foot, her elegant skirts flaring around her legs. She reached the door. She paused, placing a hand above the access panel and turning over her shoulder. “I trust you, Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd. But who do you trust? And what are you willing to sacrifice if you are wrong?” She walked out the door.
 
   She left me alone, thoughts tumbling through my mind like an avalanche.
 
   I stood there in the center of the empty room, staring wide-eyed at the door.
 
   The thoughts hounded me, breaking down mental walls, churning out questions.
 
   Who did I trust?
 
   Who did I trust to create a future I wanted to live in?
 
   … Truth be told, I didn't know.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I was standing in main engineering, the Chief and J’axal by my sides.
 
   We were scouring through battle data, trying to come up with a viable plan to attack the outer storage station.
 
   The whole time, I couldn't concentrate.
 
   I couldn't force my mind to jettison my spiraling thoughts. Every second they skewered my attention like a hook to a fish.
 
   “You know, I'd say this was suicidal, but I guess that ain’t the way when it comes to you, ha?” J’axal suddenly commented from my side, locking a hand on the console beside him and twisting his head until he stared my way.
 
   I took a moment to realize he’d spoken.
 
   “Kinda distracted right now, aren’t you?”
 
   I turned to him and swallowed. “I'm fine. I'm just concentrating on the task.”
 
   “Sure you are, that’s why you just skipped over all of those battle plans without actually looking at any of them, right?”
 
   I didn't look at him. Instead I hunched closer to the console, pretending to throw myself into the task.
 
   He didn't stop looking. In fact, he planted an elbow on the console and shifted down until he was close by my side. “Sometimes it helps to have someone to talk to.”
 
   “I'm fine,” I insisted, speaking through clenched teeth.
 
   “Why the hell would you be fine? The fate of the galaxy rests in your hands. If I were in your position,” he whistled, “I’d be tearing myself up on the inside.”
 
   I clenched my teeth hard, tension shifting down my jaw, even seizing up my hands as I locked them on the edge of the console.
 
   I watched in my peripheral vision as his gaze drifted down to my white knuckled hands then back to my face. “You know, there's no shame in admitting you’re having trouble. Anyone in your position would be.”
 
   “I'm fine,” I insisted once more with a hiss, “and I’m ready to fight. You can rely on me. I won't let anyone down.”
 
   “I don't doubt you’re ready to fight. I can see it in your eyes. And yeah, I know exactly what it looks like. I've seen it so many times before, hellcat. That dead look of surrender when you realize the only thing you can do is fight. But you've got to be careful. Because that will kill you.”
 
   I couldn’t take his incessant chatter anymore. I turned sharply, hair flaring over my shoulder as my eyes widened. “I'm trying to work. I don't need lessons. I'll be fine. I told you, I will fight.”
 
   “I don't doubt you will. It looks like it's the only thing you can do anymore.” With that, he turned and walked over to another console, settling down as he accessed recent battle data.
 
   I stood there, heart thumping in my throat, eyes so wide they bulged.
 
   His words struck home. They felt as if they cut my heart in two.
 
   All I could do was fight.
 
   That's all I knew how to do anymore.
 
   … I wanted him to be wrong, but he was so right it hurt.
 
   Professor Axis hadn’t just stolen three years of my life – he’d stolen my social skills. He’d stripped away my reason, my common sense, and replaced it with nothing but undirected power.
 
   Before I could walk over to J’axal and continue the argument, someone strode into main engineering.
 
   I turned my head, recognizing him out of the corner of my eye.
 
   Shepherd.
 
   He looked busy, several data pads tucked under one arm, his brow compressed in concentration.
 
   Then he saw me.
 
   For a few seconds he didn't do anything.
 
   Abruptly, he turned and walked out.
 
   … It had to be because of me.
 
   Regret wrapped up with jealousy snaked around my gut and threatened to pull me through the floor.
 
   Maybe I’d lost my chance. Maybe Lady Argoza had spilled her heart out to him, and Shepherd had wisely chosen her over me.
 
   Without realizing what I was doing, my implants began to glow.
 
   “Be careful,” the Chief snapped. Though she usually wasn’t the kind to bark orders, several weeks without sleep would try the patience of anyone.
 
   Plus, I was a danger.
 
   To the ship, to the crew, to myself.
 
   Cursing, I took a jerked step back, shaking my hands out as I turned the implants off.
 
   “Take a break,” the Chief ordered without looking up from her station. “Don’t come back until you can control yourself.”
 
   Maybe I should feel betrayed by her words. Maybe she could have handled my situation more sensitively.
 
   Or maybe she was right. I had no place here – or anywhere – if I couldn’t control myself.
 
   Shifting hard on my foot, I practically sprinted for the door, controlling my expression with every ounce of self-will until I was out in the abandoned corridor beyond.
 
   I stood there and breathed, eyes stinging with tears.
 
   I… couldn’t live like this.
 
   But unless I got control of my powers, I’d certainly die like this.
 
   Thrusting forward, boots squeaking against the polished metal floor, I picked a direction and stalked off.
 
   I didn't know what I was thinking, where I was going, but I marched through the corridors, nails dug hard into the soft flesh of my palms, not caring when I drew blood and it trickled between my fingers.
 
   Right now the pain was the only thing that could distract me.
 
   The pain and the promise of the impending fight. It would burn away all the guilt and jealousy and shame, wouldn’t it?
 
   Maybe it would kill me, too, but that wouldn’t matter. Because one thing was for sure: I wouldn’t have to feel like this anymore.
 
   Eventually, I realized where my feet were taking me. To the observational room – one of the places where I usually met with Shepherd. It gave me such solace to sit beside him and stare at the galaxy flashing past the window. His mere presence could calm me.
 
   Now the very thought of him threatened to activate my implants once more.
 
   As I walked, I pumped my hands back and forth, back and forth, continuing to dig the fingernails into my palms, letting the promise of pain distract me from my rapidly freefalling thoughts.
 
   I turned the corner sharply and practically flung myself through the doors, reaching the observational room.
 
   … He was there.
 
   He was sitting on the single leather couch, several data pads strewn around him, body hunched as he assessed them.
 
   As I threw myself into the room, he tilted his head to the side and let his gaze slip towards me.
 
   He didn’t say anything.
 
   I should have turned around and stalked out.
 
   I couldn’t. Instead I stood there staring at him, jaw locked, body frozen with tension.
 
   He still didn’t speak.
 
   Wasn’t this the part where he usually asked how I was? Shouldn’t he be jumping to his feet, seeing the blood trickling down my fingers and splashing on the floor, and taking me to the med bay?
 
   He did nothing.
 
   So I did nothing.
 
   The silence ticked on.
 
   A rational adult would have broken it, yet I was anything but rational now.
 
   Eventually he rested back, placed his data pads down, turned, and faced me in full. “What is it?”
 
   I reacted at his words, a well of frustration and anger punching through my chest and rattling my throat.
 
   I pressed my nails harder and harder into my palms. If I wasn’t careful, I’d gouge out chunks of skin and require stitches.
 
   “What do you want, Alyssa?” he prompted again.
 
   “I thought you said you’d wait,” the words came tumbling from my mouth.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “I thought you said you’d wait,” I clenched my teeth together, forcing the words between them. It was that or give way to the tears threatening to well in my eyes.
 
   Maybe he understood what I was saying this time, because he dropped my gaze and stared at the floor.
 
   I didn’t think I was capable of being hurt more than I had in life. But that right there felt like more of a betrayal than the Star Forces capturing me and turning me into their weapon.
 
   “I didn’t lie to you,” he eventually said, voice soft. He wasn’t facing me. His head was directed, not at the view, but at the wall beside it – as far away from me as it could be.
 
   “Then… then why did…?” A tide of foolish guilt swept over me.
 
   Christ, had I made it all up?
 
   I was acting like a child. And there was nothing I could do about it.
 
   Another pang of shame slammed into me, curdling my gut.
 
   I took a staggering step back.
 
   I turned. Waiting for him to tell me not to go.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   He just sat there.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   There was something wrong with me. There had to be. I couldn’t talk to her. When I’d seen her in engineering, I’d walked out, like a teenager afraid of his first crush.
 
   I couldn’t help myself. Argoza’s words kept spinning in my mind.
 
   Who could I trust to create a future I wanted to live?
 
   Trust.
 
   It all came back to trust.
 
   Could I trust my father to give me the advice I needed to defeat the Forgotten? Or would the cost be a future where the Star Forces ruled supreme?
 
   Could I trust Alyssa in the heat of battle, or would she turn only to revenge?
 
   Could I trust Lady Argoza’s offer, or was it a well-placed manipulation to buy my loyalty before it was too late?
 
   Trust.
 
   That word felt like a ghost looming in my mind.
 
   I should have told Alyssa to stop, but I couldn’t.
 
   She paused, though, standing in the doorway, hands still clutched into the tightest of fists. The nails drove so hard into her palm, blood slicked between her fingers and splashed intermittently on the floor.
 
   I should have jumped to my feet, uncurled her fists, and taken her to the med bay.
 
   But I couldn’t.
 
   All I could do was sit there facing a storm of thoughts and emotion.
 
   “I understand if you want to give up on me, Shepherd,” she finally said in a dead voice that barely carried, “I don’t blame you.” She took another step, and I thought she’d leave the room, but she didn’t.
 
   She lingered outside of the doorway, close enough that the doors detected her presence and didn’t close.
 
   This was my opportunity to jump to my feet and tell her she was wrong.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   Argoza’s words were holding me back.
 
   I saw her turn softly over one shoulder, wide open pleading gaze locking on me. “You don’t trust me, do you?”
 
   Her words were an electric jolt powering up my spine.
 
   “I understand. I don’t trust myself,” she admitted.
 
   I needed to do something, say something. Goddammit, I had to say something. My body yearned to throw myself to my feet and go to her; my mind wouldn’t let me.
 
   “I understand.” Tears touched her cheeks. “I understand,” her voice shook so violently it was a jumbled mess.
 
   “I don’t…” I managed, but couldn’t finish the sentence.
 
   I don’t want?
 
   Believe what Argoza said?
 
   Or trust Alyssa?
 
   I felt hemmed in, trapped.
 
   “I understand. I can’t control myself,” she blurted the words out, tears now streaming down her cheeks. Her face was ruddy and blotchy with emotion, her lips pulled tight as her brow creased.
 
   My heart told me to go to her.
 
   My mind still couldn’t decide.
 
   “I can’t control myself,” she spoke through weeping sobs, her shoulders falling forward, her hair tumbling before her face like a fan. Without another word, she fell to her knees, one after the other, then flopped onto her haunches as more wracking sobs heaved through her body. “I keep… I keep accidentally activating my implants. All it takes is for me to get angry or distracted or terrified… and they turn on. I can’t… I can’t trust myself. And no one else can trust me,” her words became faster, a slur of fear. “I understand – I understand you don’t want to be with me. You can’t trust me. No one can trust me.”
 
   That did it. That broke the chains holding me back.
 
   Before I realized what I was doing – before my rational mind could intervene – I threw myself to my knees and fell beside her.
 
   As she shook, a faint glow erupted over her elbows as her implants activated.
 
   Without pause, I cradled an arm around her back.
 
   And in doing so, my body made the decision my mind couldn’t.
 
   I was trying to academically sort through my thoughts, trying to choose who I should trust when it wasn’t me who could choose at all.
 
   It was my heart. That got to decide where my loyalties lay. It alone could piece together the disparate facts of this story and knit them into a whole.
 
   “Alyssa, it’s okay. It’s all going to be okay,” I heard myself say.
 
   She flopped against me, nestled into my arm, tears still streaming down her cheeks.
 
   The light of her implants played against her elbows, but the illumination did not grow.
 
   Maybe I should have been afraid and should have snapped at her to get a handle on herself.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   Instead I sat down beside her, offered my shoulder, and waited.
 
   Naturally, her tears subsided until she simply sat there by my side in silence.
 
   I could have hurried her along, but knew it would achieve nothing.
 
   Just like me, she was coming to a decision.
 
   “I just want… all of this to end,” she admitted as she brought up a hand and thumbed away her tears. It was a thankless task – her face was blotchy and wet from crying a river.
 
   “So do I.”
 
   “It’s not fair.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I just want… I just want to stop feeling so out of control. If the only way I can do that is to fight, then that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   I sat beside her in silence and considered her words. “Alyssa, that’s not the only way,” I said quietly.
 
   At first it seemed she would jerk back from me and reject my words.
 
   She stopped halfway, turning to face me, her red rimmed eyes still wide with vulnerability. “I’m so scared.”
 
   “I know. So am I,” I admitted.
 
   “I just want….”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She placed her head on my shoulder, and together we turned to stare at the view. The vast blanket of black struck through with stars and constellations.
 
   We wanted it to be over. We needed to end this war before it tore us apart.
 
   As I thought that, I instinctively tightened my hand around her shoulder.
 
   She reacted by nuzzling my neck.
 
   Before I realized what she was doing, she leaned up and kissed me along the line of my jaw, just against the soft dip under my throat.
 
   It was electrifying. Though her cheeks were still smeared with tears and her kiss wet, it was the most intense experience of my life.
 
   I turned down to her, checking if that had been a mistake – that something that meaningful could happen by accident.
 
   She looked up into my eyes. That vulnerability was gone. The fear. The uncertainty.
 
   As I looked at her, I knew she’d never been surer about something in her life.
 
   “Alyssa—” I said breathlessly.
 
   “I don’t want to talk anymore,” she said softly as she kissed me against the jaw once more.
 
   I turned down and caught her lips.
 
   We pressed together, her chest against my stomach as I bent down, a flood of release washing through me.
 
   All tension that had torn through my body a moment ago was forgotten. Burnt away.
 
   Every thought was chased from my mind. Every doubt.
 
   None of that mattered.
 
   The war couldn’t touch me right now. Only Alyssa could.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I was pulled from that kiss too quickly. I wanted to linger. I wanted to let his passion transform every deep feeling of shame and inadequacy.
 
   When I was with him, I didn’t need to be in control of my feelings – I could let them flow freely. I didn’t have to fear my power – I could let it guide me.
 
   But a ship-wide alarm broke us apart.
 
   Shepherd jumped to his feet, and I followed.
 
   The primary console that controlled the observational window flickered as a message blinked across it. “This is an important ship-wide alert. The Star Forces Fifth, Sixth, Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, and Tenth Fleets have been destroyed in an altercation with the Forgotten Death Giver.”
 
   Cold.
 
   I suddenly felt cold.
 
   Pure dread washed over me, chasing away every tingle of Shepherd’s lips against mine.
 
   “That’s six fleets. That's more than half of the Star Forces Navy,” Shepherd said breathlessly beside me. “It’s at least 300 ships.”
 
   I gasped, sucking in a shaking breath.
 
   We stood there side-by-side, the both of us pale as we stared at the observational window and the mission report scrolling across it.
 
   “This is… this is…” he trailed off.
 
   There were no words that could describe what this was.
 
   The Forgotten had torn through half of the Star Forces in a single battle.
 
   I’d hoped we’d have two months to fight this war – at this rate, we’d barely have two days.
 
   “We… we have to get to the bridge,” his voice shook. “This is… this is….”
 
   I grasped at his hand. I pushed my fingers through his, locking them there.
 
   I couldn’t say anything – God knows I couldn’t think of anything to make this right.
 
   I didn’t need to.
 
   He clutched onto my hand. And together, we turned and ran for the bridge.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   Destruction. Everywhere. Complete.
 
   The debris of hundreds of ships surrounded me. It was thick, like walking through a frozen avalanche.
 
   My body still glowed, skin erupting with more and more power.
 
   … I’d done this. I’d done this.
 
   I’d destroyed all those Star Forces vessels. And with that, the last hope of the Milky Way.
 
   Now there was nothing that could stop me. The Forgotten would destroy anyone who could stand in their way and then claim this galaxy as their own.
 
   But first they had to claim back their technology.
 
   There was a pattern to their attacks. While we destroyed anyone who stood in our path, we also sought out locations throughout the galaxy that held Forgotten technology.
 
   They craved it. Needed it for some reason. I didn’t understand why, but they were desperate to reclaim their own weapons. My rational mind told me that made no sense. Whatever remained of my training pointed out that forces as powerful as the Forgotten could surely create more weapons. It was a safer tactic than mining the galaxy for what remained of their long lost civilization.
 
   … Could it be that they couldn’t create more? Perhaps they weren’t the original inventors of their technology, and had simply come across it hundreds of thousands of years ago. Or perhaps they no longer possessed the ability to craft more.
 
   Whatever the reason was, the Forgotten’s desires were clear. They would reclaim their weaponry. And then they would purify the Milky Way in one devastating attack.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I stood on the bridge just as pale and drawn as every other member of crew.
 
   This changed everything.
 
   Though we were all members of the resistance and felt no love lost for the Star Forces, you couldn’t help but be horrified by the destruction.
 
   So many lives.
 
   All lost as the Forgotten burnt through the galaxy.
 
   “Everything is different now,” the Captain said in a subdued tone as she stood before her command seat, gaze swiveling slowly around every member of the bridge crew. “Now our greatest enemy is time.”
 
   Her words settled in, sending tight shivers escaping up and down my back.
 
   Shepherd was by my side. I could barely control the urge to reach out and grab his hand.
 
   Just when I’d found him – just when I’d gathered the courage to give in to my feelings for him – this had happened.
 
   The sky had fallen in.
 
   “We must be bold,” the Captain said plainly. “With half of the Star Forces gone, the Forgotten will fly through the rest of the Milky Way. We only have time for one decisive move.”
 
   Nobody said a word. We all stood there in silence as we listened to her.
 
   Despite the horror of what had just happened, she stood tall, her stance strong, her feet firmly planted into the floor. She took a single stride forward, boots resounding with a thump. “Right now all we have is a chance. And a hope. A hope that there truly is a weapon that can defeat the Forgotten. I wish I could give you a concrete plan. I wish I could tell you that pinning our hopes on this mission won’t be a fatal move. I can’t. Right now we only have one more role of the dice.”
 
   One role of the dice. One chance. God, those words echoed in my mind, cold and wild like a snowstorm between my ears.
 
   I heard Shepherd shift, and he took a sudden step close by my side. Closer than two ordinary members of the crew would stand.
 
   I let his presence settle me.
 
   “We will attack the outer storage station. Initial reports confirm that it is filled with prototype Alliance technology. We can only hope that amongst that technology is the weapon we seek. And if it isn’t there,” she began, pausing as her words hung heavily in the air, “then we will turn the station into our last stronghold. We will destroy as many of the Forgotten as we can. We will give the rest of the galaxy a chance.”
 
   Nobody said anything. What the Captain was suggesting was a suicide mission.
 
   But what else could she suggest? With half of the Star Forces down, this was our only hope.
 
   Our only hope.
 
   “I know I ask you to sacrifice your lives,” the Captain’s tone dropped as her gaze – once commanding – dropped to the floor, “it is your decision whether to follow my call. But I beg of you, for the Milky Way, we must all now stand strong.”
 
   As one, the crew straightened, giving their implicit support as they locked their unwavering attention on Captain H’agovan.
 
   We would all follow her call. Every last one of us.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I’d been in wars before. Skirmishes. Fights I’d thought would be my last. But nothing like this.
 
   The mood on the ship had such a note of finality it was as if we were all preparing for our funerals.
 
   In such an environment, it should have been hard to focus. It wasn’t.
 
   I’d made my decision, and so had Alyssa.
 
   It had taken the end of the galaxy to show me what I really wanted, and it was up to me to buy the time to truly enjoy it.
 
   I’d gone to see my father. One last time, I told myself.
 
   Then I’d faced the door to his cell and stopped.
 
   Staring at the smooth sleek white-grey metal, eyes wide, I hadn’t moved.
 
   Though I wanted to believe I’d never sought his approval, that was a lie. Virtually everything I’d done in my career had been for him. Or at least because of him. The shadow he cast in my mind.
 
   In the days since the war his shadowy presence had grown immeasurably, casting into darkness every other influence.
 
   I teetered back and forth on my feet, half of me wanting to go in, the other half realizing there was no point.
 
   What I wanted from him I could never have. I didn’t need it, either.
 
   If I was looking for someone to understand me, I’d now found that. If I was looking for someone to fight by my side when it mattered most, I had that too.
 
   What he offered would be something always out of reach. The approval of a man who lived for himself alone.
 
   So I turned. Hard on my heel, my boot squeaking against the floor. I walked away from the door.
 
   Instead, I walked towards the future.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I stood beside Nathan as he prepped in one of the armory lockers. He methodically checked his helmet, running the joint seals between his fingers, periodically picking up a matter scanner to check the integrity of the plating.
 
   I didn’t say anything. Maybe at a time like this I should be telling him – and myself – that everything would be okay.
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   Not a single word.
 
   Occasionally his gaze would slice up, lock on mine for a few sweet seconds, then return to his task.
 
   I didn’t need to point out that the atmosphere aboard the Miracle was tense. It was a kind of pressure I’d never experienced. Even when the Star Forces had attacked the Ra’xon, even during the past two weeks of the war against the Forgotten – I’d never experienced something like this. This palpable sense that these could be our last few moments.
 
   He cleared his throat, suddenly stopped what he was doing, and let his helmet bang softly against his thigh.
 
   “I know,” I said softly. Even though he hadn’t said a word, the sentiment playing in his eyes was clear.
 
   “I want to tell myself I should be busy planning this mission, but I can’t silence the voice that keeps telling me there’s no point.”
 
   I shifted closer to him.
 
   I didn’t reach forward to pluck up his hand or press a commiserating kiss against his cheek.
 
   I just looked at him.
 
   “Alyssa, if they have the power to tear through half of the Star Forces….”
 
   “There will be weapons on that station that can fight them. I’m sure of it.” I had no right to hold such certainty. My only source of evidence was Admiral Shepherd, a man so treacherous he would and had betrayed his own son.
 
   Still, I alone knew the true cost of giving up your hope. It turned you into nothing but a mindless automaton, dead on the inside with no hope of resurrection.
 
   “I still don’t want you to fight,” he suddenly admitted, that helmet still slack in his grip, the visor banging softly against his thigh with every heavy breath that shook down his shoulders and arms.
 
   I paused. And I nodded. “I know,” I admitted softly. “But that decision has been taken out of our hands. We all have to fight now, Shepherd. Every single one of us. We have to pin every hope on this mission, or…” it was my turn to trail off.
 
   Or it was already over. Or we were just going through the motions until the final blow was struck.
 
   He stared into my eyes intensely before shifting away, pressing the back of his hand against his mouth, and swallowing hard. With a shake of his shoulders, he went back to meticulously checking his armor.
 
   I glanced over at the console beside me. It revealed a real-time display of our mission status.
 
   We had six hours – six whole hours – until we reached the outer supply station.
 
   Anything can happen in six hours. Another wave of jumpers could barrel down on our ships, or perhaps the Death Giver itself would come.
 
   Maybe I should be concentrating on what I would do once we reached the station, but I couldn’t find any sense to my thoughts. They flitted in and out of my mind, and I didn’t have the attention to follow them through.
 
   Instead I stood there. With him. Enjoying these moments, because in all likelihood they would be our last.
 
   Again I let my gaze drift around the room. Crew were perfecting weapons, requisitioning every scrap of metal that wasn’t required for essential systems to create more armor, and just doing what they had to do.
 
   We were all doing what we had to do.
 
   Suddenly I thought of Williams. Unbidden from my consciousness, an image of her arose.
 
   Maybe I hadn’t always liked her – because she hadn’t given me reason to – but she’d turned into a loyal friend. And the thought of her bound by the Forgotten was true torture. While we were all doing what we had to, I would need to do more. Because I was determined not to lose. Even though the odds were stacked against us, I would make things right. I would bring sense to what had happened to me – to my implants, to my life on the run, to Williams – to everything.
 
   I would take those horrifying experiences, throw them into the crucible of my own will, and create something new.
 
   Shepherd suddenly stopped what he was doing and settled his helmet onto the bench beside him.
 
   “Are you done?”
 
   “I’ve done everything I can do,” he agreed in a quiet tone. “Now all I have to do is wait. Wait,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   I’d been leaning against the wall, and suddenly pushed forward. Without thinking, just following the instinct welling in my gut, I grabbed his hand.
 
   He looked shocked, but he didn’t shove me off. “What are you doing?” he said through half of a curling smile.
 
   “Let’s go to the observational deck. Let’s see it once more.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The galaxy we’re about to save.”
 
   His hand in mine, I led him forward.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   We were on the move.
 
   Though they would still not reveal their minds to me in full I could sense their anticipation. The Forgotten hive, as I’d come to call them, were reaching forward to some final goal, their hearts filled with greedy elation.
 
   It drove me mad, stripped away the last scraps of my sanity until all that remained was the most basic core of a human being. I retreated inside and watched and waited.
 
   The end would come soon.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   We’d reached the outer station.
 
   Our mission was to breach their defenses with a minimal loss of technology and lives. Our main enemy was still the Forgotten, and we couldn’t afford to lose any more potential weapons against them.
 
   I stood on the bridge, hands clasped behind my back, heart beating in anticipation.
 
   Unlike our attack on the Miracle, we couldn’t sneak up on the storage station.
 
   They already knew we were coming, and they were already deploying their defenses.
 
   “Keep her steady,” the Captain commanded. She was sitting on her command seat, body pressed forward, long arms arranged on the armrests. She pointed towards the screen with a stiff hand. “We need to minimize casualties as much as we can. We'll have to utilize the Miracle’s shields system to ram away as many targets as possible.”
 
   “We've got at least 20 small fighters coming up on our starboard side,” one of the tactical officers said in clipped tones.
 
   “Do what you can,” Captain H’agovan replied.
 
   Suffice to say I felt useless as I stood there, hands tucked behind my back, thumbs intertwining faster and faster.
 
   Though I'd made the decision to fight, I needed the opportunity.
 
   While I was unbeatable one-on-one, there was no way I could help the Ra’xon in a space battle.
 
   I just had to wait my turn.
 
   “How are the Miracle’s shields?” the Captain asked.
 
   The Chief, who was now commanding the Miracle, cleared her throat over the audio feed. “We’re prepped. I should be able to send out harmonic field blasts to disable any ships that get too close.”
 
   “We can only try,” the Captain concluded in a grave tone.
 
   The battle began in full.
 
   Those 20 light fighters sped towards the Ra’xon and Miracle, slicing through space like small silver bullets.
 
   My heartbeat sped up, and I now crunched my hands so hard together it was a surprise I didn't crush them to dust.
 
   “Be prepared to head to the hangar bay on my command.” The Captain turned on her seat and nodded at me.
 
   With a stiff neck I nodded back.
 
   Depending on the Star Forces defenses, this battle could rage for hours or minutes.
 
   With the combined power of the Miracle and Ra’xon we were a force to be reckoned with. Plus, with the beating the Star Forces had recently received at the hands of the Forgotten, odds were the outer supply station wasn't as strong as it once was.
 
   A lot would come down to luck. It always did in war.
 
   I stood there and watched as the Ra’xon and Miracle combined their attack, working in unison to disable any ship that streamed towards them.
 
   The outer supply station sent more and more fighters and began to blast away with pulse cannons of its own.
 
   But it couldn't even scratch us.
 
   “Nightingale,” the Captain turned around in her seat and nodded at me, “go.”
 
   I didn't need to be told twice. I turned hard on my foot, pivoted with my knee, and sprang towards the superfast lift.
 
   As I jammed my finger into the button, it couldn't arrive quickly enough, and as soon as the door pinged open, I thrust myself inside.
 
   As the superfast lift descended through the Ra’xon, I clutched my hand into a tight fist, pushing my fingers hard into the palm.
 
   I could feel my implants lodged within my elbows calling to me.
 
   It wasn't the Forgotten; it was my power and the promise it held.
 
   Because finally, finally I was doing something.
 
   As soon as the superfast lift arrived, I thrust myself through the doors and sprinted along the corridor until I reached the primary hangar bay.
 
   It was a mess of crew, running back and forth, prepping fighters, getting ready for the main assault once we breached the outer station’s perimeter and took the fight straight to them.
 
   I sprinted towards the light cruiser I'd been assigned to.
 
   There he was.
 
   Shepherd. He was standing just in front of it, wearing his armor, his helmet resting by his boot as he checked the barrel of his gun.
 
   He looked up as I approached.
 
   Without a word, he nodded at me.
 
   That was all it took.
 
   That flighty frantic tumble of nerves that had taken to my gut ever since the battle began solidified into courage.
 
   There was something about him that always settled me down.
 
   “You ready?” he asked as he finished manipulating his gun, swung around, and slammed it against the magnetic holster along his back. With a click, the holster took the gun and Shepherd brought his hands around, knelt down, and plucked up his helmet. He locked it against his chest, drumming his fingers over it.
 
   I took a while to answer. Finally I nodded my head. “I'm as ready as I'll ever be.”
 
   He let out a short chuckle. “Me too.”
 
   A general alarm suddenly blared through the hangar bay.
 
   He nodded at me. “That's us.” He arched his head towards the light cruiser. “You first.”
 
   I smiled, twisted, and threw myself inside the open hatch. I took up position in the navigation chair as he sat alongside me at the piloting station.
 
   Silently we worked.
 
   A constant stream of battle data trailed over my console.
 
   I kept slicing my gaze towards it, checking our progress.
 
   Though the Star Forces were putting up a good fight, we were stronger. We’d also managed to disable far more ships than we’d had to destroy.
 
   For all intents and purposes, the battle was going just as we needed it to.
 
   But would our luck hold?
 
   “Ready?” Shepherd said as he nodded my way. “The Ra’xon’s finally punched through their last defenses. It's time for us to take our chances.”
 
   I nodded, the move jerky, my ponytail snaking across my shoulders.
 
   Shepherd's fingers darted across the piloting console, and I sat back and watched as our light cruiser lifted off the hangar bay floor and hovered a few meters up.
 
   A second later the primary lights in the hangar bay switched from red to green.
 
   “That's a go,” Shepherd said.
 
   Our light cruiser shifted forward until we punched towards the massive blue flickering shield that separated the hangar bay from space beyond.
 
   Despite the fact our cruiser was completely protected from the force of gravity, I still found myself locking a white-knuckled hand onto the console before me for support.
 
   Our cruiser swung around the side of the Ra’xon, piloting a course between her and the Miracle. It was quite a sight to see two such enormous ships hemming us in.
 
   At least they were on our side.
 
   The outer storage station was before us.
 
   It was a megalithic structure. Built of separate rings joined together by a long tube, it looked like a child's toy.
 
   A child's toy that quite possibly held the key to saving the Milky Way.
 
   As our small ship punched towards it, I could see the damage to the station. Hull plating span through space, and the outside rings were all singed and torn.
 
   “We'll arrive in three,” Shepherd snapped.
 
   I nodded.
 
   Then I forced my mind to plan what I would do.
 
   This would be my first real fight. Every other battle I'd ever fought had always been reactive. Either I was escaping or I was protecting myself from Commander F'val.
 
   This was different.
 
   “You ready?” Shepherd suddenly swung his head towards me, tearing his gaze off the view screen.
 
   I nodded again, then shifted my attention to him and somehow managed to smile. “You won't be going anywhere, will you?”
 
   That made him laugh, a smile cracking across his lips. “Don't worry, I'll stay right by your side. That's where it’s safest, after all.”
 
   I reveled in his cheeky smile, then our proximity sensors beeped, and he snapped his head back around and threw himself into the task of piloting our vessel.
 
   I felt my implants start to tingle. I itched to turn them on and throw myself into the fight.
 
   Because I could still hear them. Fainter now. But the Forgotten were always there in my mind.
 
   Ever since they'd destroyed half of the Star Forces, their siren call had swelled.
 
   I knew categorically that this would be our last chance to destroy them. If they got their hands on the technology stored in the station, the galaxy would be crushed within hours.
 
   “Contact in three, two, one,” Shepherd said as our ship punched into one of the hangar bays of the station.
 
   A few of our fighters had already gone ahead to lockdown the area, so there was no enemy fire as we swung into the bay and landed quickly.
 
   I punched up from my seat, locking a hand on the panel by the hatch. I twisted my head and shot Shepherd a look.
 
   His gaze lingered on the console before him for a few seconds until he snapped towards me and nodded. “Open it.”
 
   I did. I jammed my thumb into it with enough force to break the panel in two.
 
   The hatch opened.
 
   And we jumped down.
 
   Into the fight.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   So this was it. The battle to save the galaxy.
 
   I jumped down after Alyssa, grabbing my gun from my holster as I did.
 
   I received constant battle reports through the comm system of my helmet, and they assured me that the hangar bay and the hallways around it were currently secure.
 
   Still, if you wanted to win in war, you always had to be prepared.
 
   I took the lead, pointing a stiff hand forward towards one of the many doors at the back of the hangar bay.
 
   A few other light cruisers from the Ra’xon landed around us, touching down, sending slices of wind slamming towards us. They ruffled Alyssa's hair and played with her clothes, but couldn't do anything against my thick armor.
 
   With quick footfall, we reached the back of the room.
 
   I radioed ahead to check that the door outside was safe, then opened it.
 
   Into the fray.
 
   There were singe marks up and down the corridor, discarded weapons, a few broken panels with gel packs spewing their contents onto the floor.
 
   It was destruction, alright, but nothing compared to the total chaos that had occurred on the Ra’xon when those body drones had attacked, nor again the unrivaled destruction Alyssa had wrought when she’d torn through the Miracle.
 
   I let that memory play in my mind deliberately as I ran forward with her by my side.
 
   I told myself with Alyssa, we could do this.
 
   We could do this.
 
   We ran down one more corridor and came across the fight.
 
   In front of us was a hashed-together security station manned by resistance fighters, several directional shields protecting them as a fleet of security drones powered towards them down the corridor.
 
   Alyssa didn't pause. As I defensively ducked to the side, she walked forward, brought a hand up, and swept it to the side. Instantly all 20 drones were caught in her power, and she slammed them against the wall, holding them there, their bodies jittering and sparking until they stopped and one by one fell like dead flies to the floor.
 
   I knew that if she'd felt like it, she could have crushed them to dust. We were however trying to save as much tech as we could.
 
   The resistance members manning the security station turned around and looked at her with wonder.
 
   “Come with us,” I instructed them.
 
   Alyssa strode straight ahead.
 
   My gut knotted with tension at the thought of her being in harm's way, but as a station security guard came streaming down the corridor, I needn't have worried.
 
   She picked him up, pulled off his armor segment by segment, and crushed his gun.
 
   She left the man for the resistance fighters, who quickly rendered him unconscious.
 
   I kept wondering when she’d tire. She didn't.
 
   She streamed forward, walking purposefully, the thump off her boots on the floor about the only noise she made.
 
   She didn't scream or grunt or curse.
 
   She simply held her hands up, that distinct gold-yellow light playing down them in ordered patterned lines.
 
   The light itself was mesmerizing. The patterned symbols almost took my breath away. They were so mysterious. I wanted to stop her, grab one of her arms, and stare at them.
 
   Suffice to say, I didn't have time.
 
   Suddenly a door behind me opened, and a massive target drone barreled out.
 
   Before anyone could react, it slammed into my stomach and deployed its hooks. They wrapped around my back and punched into my armor.
 
   They didn't punch all the way through and cut me in half.
 
   Alyssa whirled, pulled the drone off with a dramatic motion of her hand, and crushed it.
 
   I fell to the floor.
 
   Just as I did, I rolled to the side and saw a soldier behind Alyssa lifting his gun.
 
   I grabbed my handgun and shot him three times in the chest, the bullets enough to disable his armor and give Alyssa the opportunity to strip it from his body.
 
   “Thanks,” she managed as she twisted around, offered her hand, and helped me up.
 
   “We're not even close to being even yet,” I pointed out as I nodded back down the corridor.
 
   Battle reports kept playing over my audio feed. Screams, curses, cut here and there with Captain H’agovan’s strong determined tones. We were winning.
 
   We had the Star Forces on the run.
 
   Now we just had to drive this victory home, secure the weapons, and disable the last of the station’s security systems.
 
   I couldn't believe it would be this easy.
 
   We'd been so cursed since the Forgotten had awoken that I'd expected Hell itself at every turn. Then again maybe this was just the calm before the storm.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I didn't want to admit it, but this felt good, it felt right. It felt like what I was made for. For the first time in months, maybe years, I felt truly in control. My body worked in sync, my emotions finally taking a back seat.
 
   It helped that Shepherd was by my side.
 
   He gave me the sense of security I needed – I always knew he'd have my back.
 
   Though the Star Forces were offering some form of resistance, it wasn't enough. We were punching through their defenses even quicker than I'd thought we'd be able to.
 
   In 20 minutes or so, we’d have complete control of the station.
 
   Then… then we’d have to see if this was worthwhile. If Admiral Shepherd had been telling the truth.
 
   If he hadn't… oh God, this victory would be for nothing.
 
   I had to forcefully push that thought from my mind lest it undermine my control.
 
   “We've got a pocket of resistance on deck 26.” Shepherd brought a hand up and tapped his helmet.
 
   They’d offered me armor of my own, but I'd rejected it.
 
   I'd never liked the idea of being entombed in metal. Plus, I doubted it would work with my implants. My implants would likely tear right through the armor and crush it to dust.
 
   We rounded another corner and faced another security station.
 
   I dealt with it.
 
   It was too easy. So easy, that I always had to measure myself. Keep my power in check unless I accidentally warped the corridor like paper.
 
   We blasted through the enemy security station and came to an operational room.
 
   Half of the resistance fighters with us paired off and secured the room.
 
   Suddenly Shepherd, who’d been walking beside me, stopped, back stiffening.
 
   I twisted my head to face him. I was relying on him for battle reports. Though I had my own comm PIP, it wasn’t broadcasting audio of the attack, lest enemy soldiers hear it. Shepherd received a constant feed through his helmet and told me whatever was important.
 
   “What is it?” I hissed through my teeth.
 
   Though I couldn’t see his face, for some reason I felt he was paling, his body stiffening from shock.
 
   “What is it?” I took a shaking step towards him.
 
   “They found Axis,” he said. His voice was soft, so soft that his audio feed probably had to boost it to make it audible.
 
   I… stopped. Every part of me. From my heart to my breath to my mind.
 
   Everything ground to a halt.
 
   I’d known he’d probably be on board.
 
   But this… this….
 
   Shepherd swung his head to face me. “Alyssa,” he began.
 
   “I’m fine.” I brought my hands up. “But where is he?”
 
   “You don’t have to go see him. We managed to secure him.”
 
   “Are you sure? What about that site-to-site transporter he has?”
 
   “Disabled. The Miracle has extended its shields around the station – nobody will be able to transport. We have him. But Alyssa, you don’t have to go see him.”
 
   It would have been so easy to take Shepherd up on his offer. Too easy.
 
   I’d been running from Axis my entire life. Now I had an opportunity to face him on my terms and I wasn’t going to pass it up.
 
   I shook my head firmly, a few loose strands of hair springing along my shoulders. “Shepherd, I need to do this,” my voice reverberated on the word need.
 
   He didn’t say anything for a few seconds, then I heard him let out a heavy sigh. “I’ll be right by your side.”
 
   “No,” I said quickly before I realized what I was doing.
 
   “Alyssa?”
 
   “I have to do this on my own, Nathan,” my tone dropped. “Please, I have to face him. Have to make sense of what he did to me. Please understand.”
 
   Again he trailed off into a long silence. He let out another stiff sigh and nodded his head. “I understand. But we’ll be right outside. If anything happens—”
 
   “I’ll collapse the room,” I said.
 
   He stiffened.
 
   “Relax, it’s a joke. And nothing will happen. For the first time ever, I have the upper hand.” I turned from Shepherd, walked forward, and rolled my sleeves all the way up.
 
   It didn’t take long to reach the room where Axis was being held.
 
   Ironically, it was a training facility. It seemed that Axis hadn’t lost any time after we’d plucked the Miracle from his grasp. He’d recreated his program on this station, despite the Forgotten war.
 
   This was fitting. To face him in a training facility.
 
   But this time I wouldn’t be the prisoner – he would.
 
   We reached the primary door into the facility. Several resistance guards were on duty, heavy pulse rifles in their hands.
 
   They nodded at Shepherd.
 
   I took a step forward. Shepherd brought a hand out and gently rested it on my wrist. “Alyssa… you really don’t need to do this.”
 
   I didn’t face him. I dropped my gaze, locking it on the base of the door. “I know. But if I don’t do this, I’ll never forgive myself.”
 
   Without another word, I walked forward, he dropped his grip, and the doors opened.
 
   I strode into the expansive training facility.
 
   It was a massive room, easily the size of a hangar bay.
 
   It had to be, considering the pounding Axis put his telekinetic warriors through.
 
   With every step I took, memories flooded back in and slammed against me like waves battering a shoreline.
 
   Though the room was massive, I could see him. Far on the other side.
 
   It was a long walk to reach him, and every step my boots pounded against the floor, my ringing footfall echoing through the massive room.
 
   Finally I reached him.
 
   He was standing, a pair of electro-cuffs around his hands. The cuffs weren’t linked together, but separate. If he made any sudden movements or did anything that could be deemed dangerous, the cuffs would lock together and connect to another set of cuffs on his ankles, practically rolling him into a ball.
 
   It would be painful.
 
   I wouldn’t shed a tear.
 
   I can’t tell you what I felt as I stood there and finally faced my nemesis.
 
   Anger? Fear? Loathing?
 
   All of them and more. For a woman who’d always had trouble coming to terms with her emotions this was hell.
 
   But it was a hell I gladly faced.
 
   For a few seconds he did nothing but stare at me, then he took an excited step towards me, that same fatherly smile spreading across his wrinkled cheeks. “Alyssa, my dear, you've finally come home.”
 
   I considered him, anger stabbing through my heart.
 
   “Alyssa, my dear, you’re back.”
 
   “I’m not back,” the cold dead words dropped from my stiff lips. “I’m here to save the galaxy.”
 
   At that admission, he burst into the widest of smiles, his lips almost disappearing behind his ears. “Then you’re back to do what I taught you to do, what I built you to do.”
 
   “You didn’t build me – you tortured me.”
 
   “Alyssa, my dear Alyssa, you must try to understand my vision.”
 
   “And what’s that? Total galactic-wide destruction?”
 
   “Everything I did I did for the Milky Way – to develop weapons to defeat the Forgotten.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you leave that wall alone? You were going to use me to open it, and if you had… if you had…” my voice shook. I would have given anything to control it, but I couldn’t. Too much emotion tore through me. It felt as if I’d swallowed a hurricane.
 
   “We had no way of knowing that the Forgotten army were behind that wall. We believed it was just another cache of technology, just another means to help us prepare for the Forgotten.”
 
   “Are you actually admitting you made a mistake?”
 
   “Yes,” he said without pause. “But I have more than made up for it with you.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Without you, Alyssa, we wouldn’t have a chance. Without my vision, the Milky Way would have fallen within days of the Forgotten’s arrival.”
 
   “You did this for yourself,” I suddenly spat, the bile rising in my throat and making my words bitter and twisted, “you did this for yourself,” I screamed louder, pointing a stiff finger at the floor. I had to be careful to control myself, lest I turn my implants on. Then again, did I really care if I lost control momentarily and tore through this room, tearing Axis apart in the process?
 
   Wouldn’t it be a fitting end for such a brutal man – to be destroyed by the very beast he’d created?
 
   Maybe he could see the hatred flaring in my eyes, because he shook his head. “Take a step back from your own anger, Alyssa. I always taught you that’s what a good soldier does.”
 
   “You taught me how to hate, how to give up hope, how to hide in the shadows. You took away my humanity.”
 
   “For humanity. I did everything for others. War is brutal, Alyssa – some must lose their freedom, rights, and existence to save others. Are you actually saying that you believe the cost of your hope was too high to secure the galaxy’s continued existence?”
 
   I recoiled at his question, and it killed me inside that I couldn’t stand up to him.
 
   “Alyssa, Alyssa.” His head dipped low, his eyes sparkling as he stared at me. “All that matters now is that you have come back to me. In time you will understand.” He held his arms up and opened them as if he were preparing for an embrace.
 
   I recoiled again, so sick that I could have thrown up.
 
   “I’m not here for you, Axis. We’re going to take on the Forgotten with the weapons on this station,” I proclaimed boldly.
 
   “Ah, the Endgame Weapons. Yes. But you will need my help to deploy them. Nobody understands that technology like I do.”
 
   “We’ll make do. Our scientists—”
 
   “Won’t have time,” he stated plainly. “The Forgotten will already be on their way. Once they realize we now possess weapons that can destroy them, they will not hesitate. Will your scientists be able to gain enough expertise with the Endgame weapons in such a short period of time? And are you willing to bet the galaxy on that proposition?”
 
   I gritted my teeth, grating them together, feeling the short hard vibrations shake down my jaw and into my neck.
 
   This is what Axis always did. Made himself seem indispensable, excused every crime he’d ever committed by telling you that despite the pain it was always in your best interest.
 
   “You’ll need me, Alyssa, like you’ve always needed me,” he promised.
 
   I took another step back but stopped.
 
   I couldn’t do this anymore. I couldn’t run from the truth. And I wouldn’t run from him.
 
   So I took a marching step forward. “I never needed you. But if you can help the galaxy, fine. You will. But know this, Axis, you have no control over me anymore. I’m the master of my own house.”
 
   For a few seconds he said nothing. He stood there, that smile still plastered across his face. Then slowly he let out a chuckle. I swear it split the air like thunder despite the fact it barely carried. It’s what it did to my stomach, my nerves, my courage.
 
   I got the urge to step back but I fought it with everything I had.
 
   “Laugh all you like – it won’t get you anywhere in the end. You will help us to defeat the Forgotten. And once we’ve one, you will go on trial for what you’ve done. You will spend the rest of your life paying for your crimes.”
 
   “That’s little incentive for me to help you. I see I should have trained you in negotiation.”
 
   “You’re going to help because I will make you.”
 
   “Are you threatening torture?”
 
   I sneered at him but didn’t answer.
 
   “If we want to defeat the Forgotten, Alyssa, you won’t be able to hold back. You will have to do exactly as I taught you and fight only to win. If only F’val had had your power, I would have had a perfect and loyal soldier.”
 
   F’val. He was still in the Ra’xon’s brig, and there he would stay until this was over.
 
   Unlike Admiral Shepherd, I’d never had a need to check on F’val. He was just another twisted chapter in Professor Axis’ game.
 
   “I’ll never be like F’val. And you’ll never change me.”
 
   Somehow his smile became broader until I swore it could split his face in two. “My dear Alyssa, you have no idea how much you will change by the time this is over.” Before I could react to that ominous statement, my comm PIP beeped. Unashamedly, I shook at the unexpected surprise. Before I could open my mouth to ask what it was I heard the blare of a general alarm.
 
   “Forgotten targets detected. Approximately 100 jumpers have entered the system. They appear to be a forward attack. The entire Forgotten fleet is half a day behind them.”
 
   I… couldn’t speak.
 
   Silence descended over me like a suffocating blanket.
 
   “All crew to battle stations. The jumpers will arrive in 20… no, 10 minutes.”
 
   Axis made no move. His expression didn’t change.
 
   Hell itself was descending upon us, and he looked just as relaxed as always.
 
   I jerked my head towards him, incapable of controlling my expression as terror punched through my gut and widened my eyes.
 
   “Go,” he shifted his hand forward gently, “Subject Omega, it is time for you to do what you are built to do. It is time for you to fulfill your destiny. Go. Fight for me.”
 
   I was halfway through turning, but I stopped. I arched my head over my shoulder, back rigid with tension. “I will never fight for you. I fight for them.” I brought my hand out and swept it around in a circle, indicating the ship and the countless galactic citizens beyond.
 
   I walked away from him, tuning him out. If he said anything more, if he goaded me further, I didn’t hear.
 
   I focused on what had to be done.
 
   I made it out into the corridor.
 
   It was a mess. Resistance fighters were screaming at each other, rushing down the corridor, their armored footfall banging against the floor.
 
   Shepherd waited for me, and as soon as I appeared through the door he took a staggering step towards me, locking a hand on my arm. “Did you hear?”
 
   I forced myself to nod. “What do we do? What’s the plan?”
 
   “All forces currently on this station are to stay and protect it. We still haven’t located the weapons.”
 
   My mind began to spin. “You mean they’re not on board?”
 
   “No. Our scanners have detected the presence of Forgotten technology, and it seems to be powerful. But we haven’t been able to locate it exactly yet. We need to buy time.”
 
   I nodded firmly. I stared at him, not wanting to blink for a second lest he disappear from my life.
 
   “We think the jumpers are going to concentrate on this station. Judging by what they’ve done in previous attacks, they’ll go straight for our jugular and try to destroy us. We must prioritize crucial systems like the energy grid, engineering, and life-support.”
 
   “Got it. Where do you want me?”
 
   “Anywhere and everywhere. You’re our ace in the hole. But Alyssa, if they go after you, if they call you—”
 
   I shook my head. “Shepherd, I’ll be fine,” I spoke through clenched teeth, staring at his helmet as I did. “I’m not gonna fall to those bastards.”
 
   It took a second, but he shook his head. “Then I’ll fight by your side.”
 
   With that we ran forward.
 
   It didn’t take the jumpers 10 minutes to arrive – it took them five.
 
   Shepherd and I barely reached main engineering before the station shook and a red alert pitched through the air.
 
   “This is it,” he said as he grabbed the electro blade from his hip and swung his rifle over his shoulder.
 
   Engineering was the most critical location on the station, so that’s what I would have to protect. If the body drones managed to make the cores go critical, they could destroy the station in a single explosion.
 
   We left life-support and the energy redistribution grid to the other resistance teams.
 
   J’axal had come over from the Miracle, and he’d taken it upon himself to head the life-support team.
 
   Whatever animosity he’d had for Shepherd had ended long ago, and the two shook hands before J’axal raced off, the red alert lights glowing over his slim-fit grey armor.
 
   The red alert blared, kicking up a gear. “Body drones located on decks 11 through 15. Hold your ground. Don’t let them progress through the ship,” Captain H’agovan snapped.
 
   A second later I felt their presence. Even before the first body drone transported into engineering, I knew they were close. I heard that distinct awful siren song reverberating through my ears. I clenched my teeth, trapped a breath in my chest, and punched a hand out.
 
   I caught two as they transported into the room. Rather than expend my energy on tearing them in half, I held them in place as Shepherd attacked them with his electro blade.
 
   He was deft, fast, so skilled he reminded me of a samurai from ancient Earth.
 
   I span around, locking another three body drones in place as they shifted through the very walls to get to us. This fight was much harder than the one we’d endured with the station personnel.
 
   I had to keep my wits about me. I couldn’t be everywhere at once, and I couldn’t afford to blanket engineering in my energy, lest I hurt Shepherd or interfere with any critical systems.
 
   The station had a set of massively powerful magnetic cores. They sent a constant vibration through the floor and up into my knees. They let out a powerful green light, too, that bathed engineering and gave it the eeriest of feels.
 
   “By the door,” Shepherd suddenly screamed.
 
   I thrust forward, slamming my hand open, spreading the fingers wide as a massive charge of energy tore down them, the illumination powerful enough to push back the green glow from the cores momentarily.
 
   10 body drones transported through the door at once. I held them in place, my implants kicking into full gear.
 
   Shepherd had his work cut out for him as he cut each one down. At least with me holding them in place I appeared to be able to power through whatever protective barrier shielded them from standard Star Forces weapons.
 
   I heard a pop behind me, and before I could turn and thrust a hand out Shepherd shoved into my side and pushed me out of the way as a massive claw streaked down by my face.
 
   I twisted, saw the body drone behind me, locked it in place, and Shepherd spun around and sliced right through it from sternum to foot.
 
   More and more body drones kept blinking into existence, all headed for the core.
 
   Their siren song was almost unbearable now. It was so loud it felt like it could rattle my teeth right out of my head. It was discordant, too. It sounded like a cacophony of mumbling voices, all at different pitches and harmonies.
 
   It was enough to drive you insane.
 
   I tried not to let it affect me.
 
   “They’ve started assaulting life-support,” J’axal’s pitching voice suddenly erupted over my comm PIP.
 
   “Hold them back. Hold them back,” Shepherd shouted back.
 
   “Don’t worry. We are. But I have to warn you—” J’axal’s feed suddenly cut off.
 
   I felt a chill race down my spine.
 
   A few bursts of static echoed over my comm PIP as I spun, attacked another body drone just behind Shepherd, and waited for him to cut it down.
 
   “J’axal?” I called out. “J’axal?”
 
   Just before I could think he’d fallen in battle, he screamed over the audio feed.
 
   “There’s… a… different kind of… drone,” his voice was patchy.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Shepherd screamed as he shifted to the side, dodged a body drone, and replied with a blow of his own, his electro blade spinning with such a charge it looked like he was holding onto a slice of the sun.
 
   “Different… drone. Massive,” J’axal screamed.
 
   That chill that had raced down my back suddenly froze me in place.
 
   “It’s headed your way. It’s headed your way,” J’axal screamed.
 
   His audio feed cut out in a burst of static.
 
   “J’axal? J’axal?” Shepherd called.
 
   It didn’t matter.
 
   J’axal wouldn’t answer.
 
   We had half a second to stare at each other then there was a rumble from just outside the main doors.
 
   A second later they imploded, spinning towards both Shepherd and me with all the force of a cruiser slamming through space at beyond light speed. I had to shove both hands forward and turn my implants onto maximum to hold the doors in place.
 
   I thrust them to the side, sending them skidding across the floor as I focused on the now open doorway.
 
   That’s when we saw it. A massive body drone.
 
   The other drones were roughly the size of a man, though taller than a human, standing at about 7 ½ feet.
 
   This thing… it was huge. It was 20 feet tall and 10 feet wide.
 
   At first I thought it wouldn’t fit through the doorway, then it shoved towards it, and something extraordinary occurred – the metal that should have been in its way simply disappeared.
 
   It was transported away.
 
   “What the hell is that?” Shepherd bellowed.
 
   I didn’t have time to answer. Nor did I know the answer.
 
   Because just then the singing in my mind became excruciating.
 
   It twisted into my frontal lobe, feeling like a corkscrew trying to core my brain.
 
   I let out a scream, staggering backwards.
 
   If it weren’t for Shepherd, a body drone would have jumped upon me, but he slashed forward and protected me just in time.
 
   I saw him twist his head, the move snapped and painful. “Alyssa? Alyssa?”
 
   I staggered back and fell to one knee.
 
   Instantly he was beside me, slashing his blade around in an arc, attacking any drone that dared come near.
 
   It was excruciating. It was excruciating. The noise in my mind was like listening to a mountain being torn apart.
 
   It grew louder and louder and louder until I felt it would burst my eardrums.
 
   “Alyssa?” Shepherd thrust forward just as a body drone snaked towards me, its claws outstretched.
 
   He managed to collect it on its arm, but it span around, opened its claws wide, and latched them over his shoulder. It drove him down, jumping on his chest and pinning him to the floor.
 
   He screamed.
 
   And that scream did something to me. Somehow it was louder than the cacophony in my mind. It punched through it and reached my heart.
 
   Before the drone could tear through Shepherd, I shunted to the side, swiped a hand towards it, and obliterated it in a single move. Its constituent atoms tore apart at the molecular level and it exploded in a burst of power.
 
   I didn’t have time to be thankful that I’d driven that maddening siren call from my mind – the massive drone attacked.
 
   It was fleshier than the rest, sacks of grey fluid-filled skin hanging off it like jowls. They brushed against the floor, wobbling and sending constant vibrations through its body as it took another methodical step forward.
 
   Wherever its feet touched, the floor warped, whole chunks of it simply disappearing. The creature clearly had an unrivaled ability to transport matter.
 
   Shepherd rolled onto his back and sprang to his feet, twisting the electro blade around as he did.
 
   I faced him for one brief sweet moment, thankful he was still alive and still at my side, then the creature let its head jolt backwards and it screamed.
 
   I’d never heard anything like it and never would again. It didn’t sound organic, but rather like the screech of a cruiser splitting in half.
 
   I had to send a quick vortex of air spinning around my body so the sound didn’t burst my eardrums.
 
   “Hold it in place,” Shepherd screamed.
 
   I brought both hands up and readied my power.
 
   That’s when the thing stamped its foot down and the floor disappeared.
 
   It was transported away in the blink of an eye.
 
   I started to fall, and so did Shepherd.
 
   I punched a hand out towards him, somehow grabbing his leg.
 
   I used my implants to slow us before we could slam into the floor below.
 
   We weren’t on a deck, but rather close to the pulsing magnetic cores.
 
   We were in some kind of maintenance shaft, and it quaked and shook with the vibrating power of the engine.
 
   I kept the vortex of power circling around Shepherd and myself. Beyond it, I could sense heat. The burning heat of the magnetic drives.
 
   Above in engineering I heard every system blare in warning.
 
   The red alert kicked up another level, now pitching so loudly it would have likely maxed out the station’s audio system.
 
   We had to do something. Now.
 
   I could still hear that massive drone shifting about above.
 
   It would easily be the most powerful enemy I had ever faced.
 
   Keeping a hand on Shepherd’s shoulder, I used my power to fly up through the hole in the ground.
 
   As I reached main engineering, the shields holding back the cores almost flickered off. A blaring alarm told us we had seconds.
 
   With no other option, I turned and stretched a hand towards them, bolstering them with all my power.
 
   Suddenly the floor reappeared as the body drone took another stamp.
 
   At the same time the ceiling fell down towards us.
 
   I pushed my free hand towards it, spreading my fingers wide.
 
   I locked it in place.
 
   And there I stood, one hand pressed towards the shields and one hand holding the ceiling in place.
 
   “We have to destroy that thing before it tears through the ship,” Shepherd screamed, his voice being picked up electronically and relayed through my comm PIP.
 
   The Forgotten song swelled in my mind once more, becoming louder and louder until I swore an entire army had been transported to the space between my ears.
 
   I whimpered, screamed, but I didn’t let my hands drop.
 
   The massive body drone stamped once more, those fluid-filled sacks of its body drooping and slamming against the floor.
 
   Suddenly the far wall span towards us.
 
   I shifted a finger towards it, holding it in place at the same time as I held the ceiling and the shields.
 
   I was… I was running out of energy.
 
   The power required to hold engineering together was astronomical. So much light bled from my implants it looked as if my arms were now lasers.
 
   Shepherd tried to shoot at the body drone, but his bullets never reached it. Each one of them blinked out of existence.
 
   Seconds later, they reappeared, right by Shepherd’s face.
 
   With a gasp, my body reacting faster than my mind, I managed to hold them in place long enough until they dissipated.
 
   The body drone brought up its leg and stamped once more. The wall behind it shifted and slammed towards me.
 
   I screamed. Holding it in place.
 
   Engineering was being torn apart. If it weren’t for me, it would collapse.
 
   But I didn’t have any energy left over to fight the massive drone.
 
   When it mattered most I didn’t have enough energy.
 
   I was too weak.
 
   Too weak.
 
   The body drone took a lumbering step towards us, opening its mouth wide.
 
   I could see a void between its teeth, a long dark winding black tunnel that seemed to draw into some other field of space.
 
   … It was going to swallow me, wasn’t it? It was going to swallow me and take me back to the Forgotten. Then it would crush Shepherd and destroy this station, taking every scrap of Forgotten technology it could find.
 
   … This was it.
 
   The moment I’d always trained for.
 
   And I couldn’t do it.
 
   It took another lumbering step towards me.
 
   It started to lift its leg.
 
   Time seemed to slow down as the reality of the situation struck me.
 
   This would be my final moment.
 
   … No.
 
   A voice punched through my mind.
 
   It was louder than the siren song, louder than the fear. It was a voice that had always been there, throughout the horror of the Farsight Program, throughout every battle I’d fought.
 
   The part of me that would not roll over and die.
 
   It told me I had more power in me.
 
   I’d heard it before, back when Axis had started his training.
 
   It had always been there in the back of my mind, convincing me I could go further.
 
   And now, in my last moment, it screamed.
 
   It called. And I followed.
 
   The massive drone brought its foot down.
 
   I brought my hands around.
 
   The power coming off the engine cores was astounding. Magnetic cores had to be protected by meters upon meters of shielding. Though they didn’t have the long-term reliable output of quantum cores, they were famed for their ability to produce massive amounts of energy in an instant.
 
   And that’s what I needed now.
 
   I held the ceiling in place, held the walls at bay, and created a pocket in the shield behind me.
 
   I kept that vortex of power circling around Shepherd and myself to protect us.
 
   Then I let loose.
 
   And so did the cores.
 
   Without a shield to protect them, they sent a wall of blistering energy burning through the engineering bay.
 
   Just like with the Miracle, I created a funnel-like shield, directing the mass of power towards one point and one point alone – the body drone.
 
   It screamed as untold kilojoules of power slammed into it.
 
   Its body started to jitter, shake, tear apart.
 
   Those fluid-filled sacks burst, exploding and instantly being burnt away in the wall of energy.
 
   Before it fell – before it was ripped open and apart – it looked right at me. With one great hollow eye it stared.
 
   I knew what that stare promised.
 
   The Forgotten would come for me again.
 
   But this time they would not capture me.
 
   The massive drone was destroyed.
 
   Instantly I twisted, managed to lock the ceiling and walls in place, and concentrated on shielding off the engine.
 
   I kept the vortex of power around Shepherd and myself, otherwise we’d have burnt to a crisp.
 
   “We have to jettison the cores,” Shepherd bellowed.
 
   A second later my comm PIP blared. “Nightingale, you have to do exactly what I say.” It was the Chief.
 
   My heart sang as I heard her hurried strict tones.
 
   “You’re going to need to detach that section of the ship. The Miracle’s going to move in and envelop the station in its shields. You will detach that section, and we’ll destroy it. It’s a delicate operation. We have to shut down all systems, including the energy redistribution grid and life-support. The Ra’xon’s on hand and will transport everybody off.”
 
   “What about the other drones?” I said through gritted teeth as I kept my hands thrust forward, holding the power of the engine back.
 
   “You just took out the last one. We’ve fought off the attack. Now do exactly what I say.”
 
   I concentrated. I focused my mind into a point and followed every snapped order.
 
   “You’re going to have a two-second window between jettisoning the core and being transported off,” she warned.
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   I held engineering together.
 
   It wasn’t hard, not now. Not now I’d found my force again.
 
   I wasn’t fighting against my implants – I was embracing them. It enabled me to do exactly what the Chief requested.
 
   With a blare that shook through the air like 1000 claps of thunder, our entire section of the station was jettisoned from the rest of the ship.
 
   One.
 
   Two.
 
   Just before the room could explode and take Shepherd and me with it, transport beans locked onto our bodies.
 
   Our molecules were disassembled and we were transported away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   She’d done it.
 
   Alyssa had done it. She’d snatched our lives back from the jaws of death and somehow found the power to defeat that massive body drone.
 
   As soon as we reappeared in the transport room, I twisted and thrust towards her, collapsing my arms around her back and drawing her into a hug.
 
   I felt her cry tears of happiness, and a few touched my eyes too.
 
   “You did it. You did it, Alyssa.”
 
   I didn’t care that the chief transport officer was behind us.
 
   None of that mattered anymore. There was no point in keeping our relationship quiet, not when our lives were on the line.
 
   Eventually she pulled back from me, locking her hands on my shoulders and staring into my eyes.
 
   It wasn’t an endearing look – it was powerful. Maybe more powerful than I’d ever seen her.
 
   It was as if she’d come to some critical decision.
 
   A decision I’d made too.
 
   My father had told me that in order to defeat the Forgotten I would have to be willing to sacrifice more.
 
   He was wrong.
 
   It had taken this fight to prove that.
 
   You didn’t have to turn into your enemy to claim victory.
 
   Turn into your enemy, accept their tactics, and you’ll never win. Your enemy will just live on through you.
 
   To achieve true victory, you had to hold onto what you believed in.
 
   So I held onto Alyssa.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   We’d… just lost something.
 
   I felt anger churn through the hive, I felt their wild rage.
 
   But we didn’t stop. Instead we sped forward.
 
   The Forgotten were on the cusp of victory. Whatever defeat they’d just suffered would ultimately be irrelevant.
 
   Because very soon we would reach our destination and the true battle for the galaxy would begin.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I walked out of the transport room with Shepherd, hand in hand.
 
   In truth, I couldn’t process what I’d just done.
 
   I kept bringing up my free hand and staring at it.
 
   “You are amazing,” he said several times.
 
   Was I? I didn’t feel as if I’d done anything astounding.
 
   Instead I felt normal. For the first time I felt I’d done what was right, what was expected of me.
 
   And all it had taken was to listen to that voice.
 
   I didn’t know where we were going, but naturally we gravitated towards the observational room.
 
   It was empty, and we both walked towards the window.
 
   I locked a hand on it, sweaty palm trailing down the smart glass as I stared into space.
 
   The debris of the battle span outside. Crushed ships, engine casings, hull plating. It was a cloud of destruction.
 
   “I’m starting to think we can do this. We can defeat the Forgotten,” Shepherd suddenly said, voice filled with passion.
 
   “We haven’t even found the Endgame weapons yet.”
 
   “We have.” He took a quick step forward and smiled at me. “They found them during the battle.”
 
   I stared at him. “But surely we can’t know if they work yet.”
 
   “I heard it over my audio feed. They’re working on it. They’re confident those Endgame weapons will work. We have a chance, Alyssa. We have a chance.” Shepherd had taken his helmet off, and he held it in one hand.
 
   I opened my mouth, not sure whether I wanted to cheer or kiss him, or both.
 
   I didn’t get the opportunity. A general alarm blared through the corridors.
 
   Instantly we stiffened.
 
   “We’ve received reports. The entire Forgotten fleet are on their way,” a terrified technician screamed over the audio feed.
 
   I stood there next to Shepherd. Neither of us could speak.
 
   “They’re on their way, they’re on their way,” the technician screamed, his voice punching through the audio system and echoing down every corridor. It was so loud it rang in my ears and vibrated up my feet.
 
   The red alert continued to blare, and the observational window shifted its view, showing long-range scans of the Forgotten amassing upon our position.
 
   “We have six hours,” the technician calmed down long enough to scream.
 
   Six hours.
 
   Six hours.
 
   I heard Shepherd take a gasping breath, saw his chest punch out hard against his armor. “Christ,” he managed in a dead tone.
 
   “All crew to get to battle stations. You will be given further orders,” Captain H’agovan suddenly said. For the first time ever, her voice broke with fear. It was slight, but it was there.
 
   I shook as a cold shiver sliced down my back and sunk hard into my legs and knees.
 
   Shepherd reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder, either for his support or mine.
 
   I sank back against his grip until my arm pressed against his chest.
 
   This was it.
 
   The end.
 
   We had hours until the end.
 
   “… It’s not over yet,” he eventually promised in a soft tone, his breath gentle against the back of my neck.
 
   True, it wasn’t over yet.
 
   We had six hours until the gates of Hell opened.
 
   Then, then it would be over.
 
   Instinctively I turned and wrapped my arms around him, hiding my head against his shoulder.
 
   He returned the embrace, our bodies closing in on one another as if we were trying to hide from everything else.
 
   For a few sweet seconds we would take this reprieve.
 
   Then the fight would continue.
 
   Thank you for reading the Crucible: Divide and Conquer.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Episode Six
 
   Fate’s End
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Chunks of debris littered the corridor. Ruptured gel packs leaked from holes gouged in the walls, forming an oozing puddle of bright blue that trickled through every crack in the floor.
 
   Snapped cables swung from open ceiling hatches, sparking and crackling, lacing the air with the taste of burnt hair.
 
   I pushed my way through the mess. Slowly. One foot after the other.
 
   The station looked ready to fall apart. So did the crew as they dashed by, faces pale with shock. A shock that would get worse, second by second, minute by minute, hour by hour, until the Forgotten arrived.
 
   Then shock would transform into death.
 
   I pushed past a chunk of cable insulation that had spilled out of a recess in the ceiling. It revealed more of the same twisted, broken hallway beyond.
 
   ....
 
   It would be so easy to give up. There seemed no point. The Forgotten Death Giver was mere hours away, the galaxy was in disarray, and the conclusion set in stone.
 
   As soon as I thought that, I screwed my eyes shut, thumbing them tightly closed as I rubbed my hands over my face. I knew I transferred swathes of sooty singe marks from my fingers to my face, but I didn't care. If you couldn't look like hell at the gates of Hell, then there was no point.
 
   I let my hand drop as I shifted on through the corridor. I darted to the side as a team of stiff-lipped, dead eyed engineers dashed past barking orders at each other.
 
   Finally I reached a turn in the corridor that led to a relatively undamaged hall. It was a stark contrast to the rest of the station.
 
   Hooking a right, I entered a cargo bay.
 
   Before me, was the device.
 
   The device that would either condemn or save the galaxy.
 
   You wouldn't be able to tell from first glance that it held such power. It was a squat round disk, only about a meter tall by four meters wide. Made out of a single continuous sheet of silver metal, it looked like a support pillar that had been chopped in half.
 
   It wasn't. It was some kind of antenna. One that could – theoretically – send out a pulse strong enough to disrupt the Forgotten at the subatomic level, cancelling out whatever specialized energy they used to survive.
 
   According to Axis, it would have a limited range, but if we managed to destroy enough of the Forgotten we’d be able to pick off the rest using conventional weapons.
 
   I got the sudden urge to walk over to the device and run a hand across it. Would it be cold? Hot? Or would it feel like nothing at all?
 
   It looked too simple to be the solution to the galaxy’s survival.
 
   I became dazed as I stood there staring at it, ignoring the rushing feet of the various engineers and scientists as they ran about in these final few hours.
 
   It wasn’t until I felt a sudden touch on my shoulder that I jerked around.
 
   Alyssa.
 
   With her hand extended and rested on my upper arm she smiled.
 
   I was drawn in by that smile.
 
   The knowledge these would be my last few hours flitted from my mind, hope kindling in its place. “How are you holding up?”
 
   She laughed softly. “I was about to ask you the same.” Though her gaze locked on mine for a few seconds, it seemed inexorably drawn to the weapon.
 
   I watched her as she stared at it. Her cheeks slackened, and her brow smoothed as her lips gently parted open.
 
   “This will work,” I told her in a soft but sure voice.
 
   It took several seconds for her to answer. She shifted her attention back to me and nodded. “I’ll make sure it does.”
 
   We drifted into silence. Both of us turned to stare at the endgame device.
 
   I wanted to reach out a hand and grasp her stiff fingers, or cradle her, or lean in and brush my lips against her own. Anything, any act of intimacy in these final few hours.
 
   Before I could give in to that growing desire my comm PIP beeped. “Shepherd,” it was the Captain, “assemble with Nightingale in the discussion room. It is time for our final briefing.”
 
   “Aye, Captain.” I turned to Alyssa and nodded.
 
   As one we hurried out of the room.
 
   It had barely been 45 minutes since we defeated the Forgotten forces in the station’s engineering bay. Somehow it felt longer. Rather than time speeding up in these last few hours, it was grounding to a halt. Every second mattered now. Every minute.
 
   For they would be our last.
 
   We reached the discussion room. Every senior member of staff was present. I was shocked to see a number of senior staff from the station too. Maybe the Captain had already convinced them to join us, or maybe they’d come of their own accord.
 
   Anyone could see that unless we worked together, we’d never make it through this.
 
   I sat alongside Alyssa in two spare seats.
 
   The Captain did not sit. She stood towering over the far end of the table, hands clasped over the edge of the wood.
 
   She stared at each of us in turn. “This is it,” she said simply.
 
   Maybe it was those three words, or the way she’d said them with a short sharp puff of breath – but they flew through me like bullets.
 
   I stiffened, more cold dread somehow pooling in my chest. I was surprised I could still feel it. I was surprised my body hadn’t become accustomed to the fear and horror.
 
   “Our best scientists are currently working on the endgame device. We have a chance,” the Captain said.
 
   Again her words pushed through me. But this time they kindled something deep within the cold dread that laced my chest. A spark of hope. Small at first, but it could grow. It could grow.
 
   I shifted and stared at Alyssa, and it did grow.
 
   “We have battled this far, winning skirmishes that at first seemed impossible. We will do this.” The Captain plucked one of her hands off the table, clenched it into a fist, and pressed her knuckles into the wood. “But to do this, we must rely on more than ourselves. We need to gather together every force we can to make a last stand.”
 
   “But we don’t have time. The Forgotten are five hours away now,” someone pointed out.
 
   “We have a chance,” the Chief piped up, jumping from her seat and locking one of her six hands on it for support as she gestured with the other five. “My engineers are just about to complete modifications to the station’s drives. Axis was working on a special kind of beyond light booster. Theoretically, it will allow us to travel at just under the speed of the Forgotten ships.”
 
   “What?” I snapped. “But even if you’re right, and this does work, it will only work on the station.”
 
   “Wrong. Using the Miracle’s shield boosting technology, we’ve been able to modify our systems and tie them in to the station’s propulsion drives. Theoretically we’ll be able to create a bubble that will encompass all our ships. The bubble will only be stable for 72 hours, but that won't matter. Though this new drive will increase our speed and cancel out some of the Forgotten’s advantage, they will still catch up to us in the next 48 hours.”
 
   “You sure this will work?” someone asked.
 
   The Chief shrugged, lowered her gaze to the table, narrowed it, then nodded. “It’ll work. I’ll make sure it does.”
 
   The Captain nodded. “I have every faith in the Chief. That is why I have gathered you all,” she let her gaze swivel from left to right, locking it on members of the resistance and members of the Star Forces in turn, “to discuss the next stage of this plan. We have located a dead system 36 hours from here called the Omega Sector. I believe it is where we should make our last stand.” The Captain flicked her hand, and a hologram scooted towards her from the other side of the room. It flicked to show a visual of a barren star system. “It has three planets, two gas giants, and one large rocky world. No life.”
 
   I let that fact settle in as I stared at the barren world on the hologram.
 
   … So this is where we’d make our last stand. I stared at the visual of the rocky outcrops, letting my gaze slice up towards the star filled horizon.
 
   I could imagine myself down there in our last few moments, struggling to buy the galaxy one last chance.
 
   My hand tightened instinctively around the edge of the table.
 
   I heard Alyssa shift her head towards me. “It will be fine,” she whispered softly under her breath.
 
   “Our plan from now on will be to drum up as much support as we can and to complete the deployment of the endgame weapon.”
 
   “Even with 48 hours, how can we drum up support? From where?” I leant forward in my seat, clasping my sweaty hands over the table.
 
   “We have a few light cruisers at our disposal that utilize the same beyond light booster drives. The modifications are also relatively simple. We’ll be able to disseminate them to friendly forces in order to get them to the battle in time.” The Chief gestured to a new hologram that span into the center of the table. “With these modifications, you’ll be able to reach the Fogan Expanse with these drives in a little under eight hours.”
 
   Nobody needed to ask who was in the Fogan Expanse. The pirate factions.
 
   I found myself swallowing.
 
   “You’ll also be able to reach the remnants of the 14th and 15th Star Forces fleets.” The Chief pointed at the hologram again with two of her hands.
 
   “You’re gonna need a hell of a diplomat to get both the pirates and the remaining Star Forces fleets to join us,” I said as I shook my head.
 
   “Yes, Lieutenant Commander, we are. That is why you are going on this mission,” the Captain concluded.
 
   “Sorry?” I span around in my seat to stare at her.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd, you will be tasked with this mission. You must convince both the pirates and the Star Forces to deploy any remaining ships within range to our armada.”
 
   I wanted to tell her that was suicide. It was impossible.
 
   But this was our last hope, wasn’t it?
 
   Though I wanted to shake my head again or clamp a sweaty hand on my brow, I didn’t. I controlled myself and forced a nod.
 
   “Nightingale,” the Captain moved on smoothly, “you will…” she trailed off uncharacteristically, letting her gaze lock on the table for a few seconds, “we would not ask this under any other circumstances, but there is no other way.” She levelled her gaze at Alyssa. “You must work with Axis to perfect a plan and go through the final stages of the deployment of the endgame weapon. Once we are on the planet, it will all be down to you.”
 
   Every gaze settled on Alyssa.
 
   I would have balked. Sweated. Squirmed in my seat. She didn’t. For a few seconds she let her gaze settle on the table, then smoothly she pulled it up, locked it on the Captain, and nodded.
 
   “He will be restrained with magnetic security links that can be activated at any time. You’ll be in no immediate danger.”
 
   “I’m not scared of that. I can handle Axis,” Alyssa said in a low tone.
 
   Yes. She could. But could she handle her anger and desire for revenge? As soon as I thought that treacherous thought, I pushed it back.
 
   I shook my head, turned, and nodded at her with an encouraging smile.
 
   “The rest of the details of this plan will be disseminated in a briefing note. If anyone has any questions, come directly to me.” The Captain took a step back, but she did not make a move to end the meeting. Instead she stared at us all in turn once more. “I know we come from different creeds, different beliefs, different places. Hours ago some of us were enemies. Now we are not. Now we work together. For the cost of tearing asunder will be everything. I trust you all,” she said, voice echoing and punching out on the word trust, “and trust will see us prevail.” Now she took another swift step back, turned, nodded, and left.
 
   I didn’t want to move. Not immediately. My mind was reeling. Convince the pirates and the remaining Star Forces ships within range to come to our aid? This was an impossible task.
 
   Before I knew it, Alyssa leaned over and clasped a hand over mine. “You can do it, Shepherd. No one else could. You can.”
 
   I jerked my gaze towards her. “This is… there’s no way,” I was sure to keep my voice low so it couldn’t travel beyond us.
 
   “You managed to convince me to stay. To not sacrifice my life. If you can do that, Shepherd, you can do this.” Alyssa rose and nodded down at me.
 
   There was something flickering in her gaze. Call it hope. Call it expectation. Call it the possibility of a brighter future.
 
   It wrapped hands around my heart and pulled me to my feet. I walked out with her, side-by-side.
 
   Together we would face this.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   We tore through any ships fool enough to offer resistance. They were nothing but moats of dust in the air.
 
   I could feel the other ships amassing with us. The singing in my mind grew louder and louder as the Forgotten hive coalesced.
 
   We were bearing down upon them – my crew. The last line of resistance.
 
   There was no room in my mind to feel terror, sorrow, revulsion. It was taken up by the Forgotten’s greed.
 
   They had been waiting for eons. Poised in the dark. Ready to burst out and claim this galaxy as theirs once more.
 
   They were willing to sacrifice everything.
 
   And everyone.
 
   Including me.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   This was it. My ship was already prepped.
 
   I was taking Argoza, Ja'xal, and as much as it pained me to admit, my father. But I needed him. I wouldn’t have any currency with the remaining Star Forces. He would. If there was anyone who could convince them to come to our aid, it was Admiral Shepherd.
 
   Maybe I was trusting him more than I should. It didn’t matter. It was a risk I was willing to take.
 
   I was standing with Alyssa in a relatively abandoned corridor. My ship was in the hangar bay beyond.
 
   Though time was now our only weapon, I lingered.
 
   A tense silence spread between us.
 
   I took a sharp breath. I tried to take a step away from her, to turn, but I couldn’t. Instead I swallowed. “Don’t let Axis get into your head. You’re stronger than him, Alyssa, and you are in control.”
 
   She nodded, half closing her eyes. She reached out a hand and locked it on my sleeve, sweaty fingers pressing against the fabric as she clutched harder and harder. I watched her open her mouth.
 
   “You don't have to say it.” I placed my hand over hers, gently lacing my fingers through her own and stilling her trembling hand with a firm grip. “I’ll come back, Alyssa. I promise. I’ll be right by your side when it begins. And when it’s over,” I added in a quiet voice.
 
   She didn’t say anything. Maybe she couldn’t. Her lips parted gently, her brow peaking and her eyes widening and glistening with tears.
 
   I held her hand even tighter. “I will come back. I’ll be right by your side when it begins,” I repeated. Maybe if I said it enough it would come true.
 
   She swallowed. “Maybe you shouldn’t,” she suddenly said.
 
   I almost jerked away from her. “What?”
 
   “We’re not going to win, Shepherd,” I barely picked up her voice as it cracked into a harsh whisper.
 
   “Alyssa, don’t say that. We have a chance. We have to concentrate only on that chance.”
 
   “It would be easier if I knew you were safe,” she admitted, trembling hand still in mine.
 
   I fought down a wave of bitter frustration as I pressed my lips into a thin smile. “No,” I said simply. “It will be easier for you, but impossible for me. Plus, Alyssa, we all have to be there. The Forgotten will give us no quarter. Either we defeat them today, or we sacrifice everything. I know I may not be as powerful as you,” I let out a short laugh as I realized how much of an understatement that was, “But I’ll still be able to fight. And I will.”
 
   I held her gaze and she held mine.
 
   She brought up a hand, flattening it over her face, and pressed it over her eyes. “Just be safe then.”
 
   “I will be. And Alyssa,” I took a tight breath, “don’t believe a thing that man says. Don’t trust him. Just don’t….”
 
   “I’ll do what I have to do,” she croaked. “If I have to trust Axis for the next few hours to save the galaxy, I will.” For the first time since the conversation began, determination rang through her voice. It was a welcome reminder of how powerful she was.
 
   Maintaining eye contact, I nodded. Then reluctantly, I took a step back, though I didn’t drop her hand.
 
   She didn’t pull her fingers from mine either.
 
   For seconds, for a full minute we stood there and stared at each other. I was unashamed to say I noted every detail of her face, the way her hair fell around her shoulders, the cut of her uniform against her figure. Everything that made Alyssa Alyssa.
 
   I took that final step back and broke my grip, my hand falling to my side.
 
   I watched her draw a deep breath, half close her eyes, and nod. “Good luck.”
 
   “I’ll need it. See you soon,” I said as I half turned, finding it impossible to tear my gaze from hers.
 
   “You don’t need luck, Shepherd. You can make a difference wherever you go. And you will. We’re all in good hands.”
 
   My lips crinkled into a half smile.
 
   I took one step back, turned, and walked down the hallway to the waiting ship.
 
   Why did this feel like the last time I’d ever see her?
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I couldn’t shake the feeling that this would be the last time I ever saw him.
 
   I don’t know why. Maybe just latent paranoia at the fact that in a few hours I’d be fighting for the galaxy’s very existence.
 
   Maybe it was something more. The niggling fear that even if we won we’d still lose.
 
   It took too long to force myself to take a staggering step back and turn away.
 
   The rational side of my mind knew I had so much to do.
 
   The emotional part of my soul didn’t want to go.
 
   Shepherd had always offered me salvation from Axis. Now Nathan was gone….
 
   My comm PIP suddenly beeped. The noise wasn’t that loud, but it felt like a piercing shriek by my ear and I jolted backwards, slamming a hand on the wall for support.
 
   If I was this emotional before the battle began….
 
   I shook my head. “Lieutenant Nightingale here, what is it?”
 
   There was a pause over the comm feed. Which was unusual. Communications aboard a starship were finely regulated. You didn’t contact someone over the official channels unless you knew exactly what you were going to say to them.
 
   “Alyssa, I think it’s time you come and see me.”
 
   Axis.
 
   I paled. It felt like my cheeks were drained of all their blood, and with nothing more than a tremble could have fallen from my face.
 
   “Alyssa?”
 
   I didn’t want to answer. I wanted to turn, pelt down the corridor, and follow Shepherd.
 
   “My child, your destiny awaits you. I am in the primary research bay. You will come to me now.” With that, there was a beep and the communication ended.
 
   I stood there with my hand pressed up against the wall, shoulder locked, elbow stiff.
 
   My whole body felt like a tightly coiled spring. One that was about to snap.
 
   I didn’t find the strength to move until I heard footsteps from behind me and an engineering team walked past. Realizing I couldn’t stand there locked against the wall in fear, I shook my shoulders and pressed off.
 
   I had to keep my true feelings hidden. Everyone was relying on me. If I couldn’t pull it together, then there was no point in those engineers giving their heart and soul to fix this station.
 
   So I pushed on, wiping my sweaty hands on my pants and taking it one step at a time until I reached the research bay.
 
   I lingered at the door, a cold sensation pressing through my chest as if my blood had been replaced with the depths of space.
 
   I didn’t get the chance to catch my breath.
 
   The door opened.
 
   And there he stood, a few meters away.
 
   Professor Axis.
 
   He was still wearing his magnetic security cuffs. A precaution in case he used his freedom to subvert our efforts.
 
   I doubted it would work.
 
   Though I hated him with every gram of my soul, Professor Axis was still the smartest man I’d ever met. He was always several steps ahead of you. When you came to a realization, it was a guarantee he would already have thought of that possibility days ago.
 
   He was undoubtedly the greatest asset the Star Forces had ever acquired.
 
   … Or not. I was, wasn’t I?
 
   And I couldn’t forget that.
 
   So I gathered my gumption and I strode in, angling my chin up and staring at him down my nose. “If you try anything,” I said, leaving the threat implied as I walked past him and surveyed the research bay.
 
   It was large. In many ways megalithic. It was about the size of the Miracle’s largest hangar bay.
 
   I knew why, too. Axis always needed space for his experiments.
 
   Unbidden from my memory rose flashes of my training.
 
   Every time I’d been flung across my training cell, my back impacting against the floor with such spine shattering force I would spend a week in the medical bay. Every time my power punched from my hands and ripped through the walls like nothing more than lines of neatly arranged paper.
 
   Every time.
 
   Those words echoed in my mind like a rolling drum beat.
 
   Axis stood exactly where he’d been when I’d strode in. He did shift his head over his shoulder though, eyes locking on me as I marched around the room.
 
   I stopped, turned over my own shoulder, and stared at him. “I don’t trust you,” I said flatly. “You will give suggestions. I will only follow them if I think they’re the best thing to do. You will not give me orders. Understand that you are not in control.”
 
   He smiled slowly, lips curling up his wrinkled cheeks. “I taught you better than this, Alyssa. If you were really in control, you wouldn’t have to say it.”
 
   I clenched my teeth. Automatically one of my hands curled into a fist. I could feel the power beckoning to me. In an instant I could turn on my implants… and then what? I’d ruin everything by taking out my deep-seated hatred on Axis.
 
   No. He was wrong. I was in control.
 
   I took a stiff threatening step towards him and narrowed my eyes. “Stop wasting time. Tell me what I’ll have to do to protect the endgame weapon.”
 
   “You will give nothing short of everything you have. The Forgotten will attack our position using every ship, every body drone, every force at their disposal. You have to coordinate everything on the ground, protecting the endgame weapon from attack as the Forgotten mass around it. It will take approximately 20 minutes from deployment until it will be armed and ready. You must not only protect it but lure the Forgotten close enough that when the endgame weapon is used it will obliterate their primary forces.”
 
   “What’s its range?”
 
   “Several hundred kilometers.”
 
   “Several hundred kilometers? That’s ridiculous. That’s tiny. There’s no way—”
 
   Axis smiled again, his lips pushing even harder into his cheeks and his eyes taking on that glittering look that always curdled my stomach. “Nothing is impossible, my dear. But as I said, you will give nothing less than everything you have.”
 
   I clasped my hands behind my back, not least because I didn’t want him to see how tensed my fists had become. Plus, it reminded me of the regal composure the Captain always managed. If she were here in my position, Axis wouldn’t be smiling.
 
   “We won’t have to destroy all the Forgotten. Only their greatest weapons. The Death Giver must be obliterated. The rest will fall as long as it falls. If, however, you do not manage to destroy it, there is a chance they will be able to regrow.”
 
   “Regrow?”
 
   He smiled again. I would have done anything to wipe that smile from his face. Permanently. Instead I curled my hands into even tighter fists behind the privacy of my back.
 
   “There is so much you don’t know, my dear.”
 
   “Just answer the question.”
 
   “You don’t need to know the fine details of the Forgotten and their lifespan. All that is relevant is what I have told you – you must destroy the Death Giver in the final attack. It is up to you to ensure it is close enough to be obliterated by the endgame weapon.”
 
   I nodded. “And what about our forces? Will the weapon affect them?”
 
   “It won’t affect anything that isn’t touched by Forgotten technology.”
 
   I went to nod. I stopped. My eyes widened. “But I have Forgotten implants in my elbows.”
 
   He looked at me. Slowly he smiled.
 
   I took a shuddering breath and used every ounce of determination I had not to take a step back. “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “You will not walk away from this battle with those implants. They too will be destroyed by the endgame weapon.”
 
   I stood.
 
   I stared.
 
   And my thoughts crashed around me.
 
   … I wouldn’t walk away from this battle as a telekinetic warrior?
 
   For the past five years my life had been ruled by the implants lodged in my elbows and my dependency on 78. Everything I’d done, everything I’d become was all because of that Forgotten technology.
 
   Now Axis was telling me that in under 48 hours that wouldn’t be me anymore.
 
   No more implants. No more power.
 
   No more dependency.
 
   My expression crumpled, a kind of surrender washing over my features, paling my cheeks and gently parting my lips.
 
   This was everything I’d ever dreamt of.
 
   I’d get my life back.
 
   I jerked my gaze up and locked it on Axis just in time to hear him let out a soft chuckle. “What are you thinking, my dear?”
 
   “Are you… are you sure? My implants will be disabled? Forever?”
 
   “Yes. They will become inoperable.”
 
   “So I’ll be free? Once I defeat the Forgotten, I’ll be free?” Despite my every effort, true hope echoed through my tone, my eyes widening in clear desperation.
 
   Axis held my gaze for several seconds. “No. You’ll be dead.”
 
   ….
 
   Silence. Silence rang in my mind, expanding to fill every space of my consciousness.
 
   My mouth became so dry it felt as if I’d choke. “What?”
 
   “The effort required to hold back the Forgotten and deploy the endgame weapon will likely kill you, my dear. And even if it doesn’t, the dependence on 78 will. After this battle and the energy you expend, your dependency will increase exponentially. There will not be enough 78 in existence to keep you alive. And even if there were, you would require such massive doses that they would become toxic to your system.”
 
   His words crashed around me like violent waves from a storm.
 
   I took a step back and another. I shouldn’t recede from him, but couldn’t help it. Nor could I control my expression as it cracked, fear escaping through my shifting gaze and trembling lips. “What?”
 
   “You’re dependency on 78 cannot be reversed. It will also increase once you expend the amount of energy required to defeat the Forgotten. It was always our plan that you would die during the final battle.”
 
   “Your… your plan?” I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. But I couldn’t turn away either.
 
   “Only someone willing to give everything they have – including their life – will be able to save the galaxy in this final hour. We always knew that.”
 
   “You… you programmed me to die?”
 
   “We programmed you to save.”
 
   “No,” I suddenly spat, voice ringing through the expansive room and punching off the walls in a violent echo, “no, you’re lying. There’s something you can do. There has to be. You’re just manipulating me again.”
 
   One half of his mouth curled into another hateful smile. If I could extend a hand and wipe his lips from his face, I would.
 
   “You’re lying,” I said again through gritted teeth, so much tension welling in my throat it felt as if I would never swallow again.
 
   “I’m not lying, my dear. I am telling you the truth. It is time to learn it. You will not come out of this battle with the Forgotten. Alive, at least. You will however come out as a legend. For you alone would have saved the galaxy in its final hour. It is a good way to die,” he assured me blandly.
 
   No emotion. No regret. No fear, no sorrow. Axis did not change his easy expression as he handed down my death sentence.
 
   I started to shake. It was soft at first, then the convulsions tore through my shoulders and down my back.
 
   I watched him narrow his eyes. “Control yourself, Subject Omega. If this little emotional shock is enough to undo you, then you are not ready to face the Forgotten and claim your destiny.”
 
   “I don’t have a destiny,” I screamed, voice pitching through my throat. “This is all a lie. It’s all a lie,” I said, trying to comfort myself as I wrapped my arms around my middle, pressing my elbows against my sides, “and you’re lying. You’re lying.”
 
   “No,” he said simply. He stood there with his hands clasped neatly together, an easy smile pressed over his lips. “This was never going to be easy, Alyssa. To win, we must all make sacrifices.”
 
   “Don’t you say that. Don’t you dare say that,” spite tore through my tone as I jerked my head back and stared at him, “what sacrifices have you ever made, Axis? You stand there and dictate what others will give up. You’re a monster.”
 
   “I am necessary. You require men like me when you face a threat like this. Do not let your precious morals cloud your vision. There are times when you face threats so great you must sacrifice in order to win.”
 
   “Stop saying that. Stop saying that.” I brought a hand up and pressed it against my face, fingers digging into my hairline, sweaty tendrils of fringe slicing across my eyes.
 
   He took a step towards me and another. Before I knew it he reached a hand out and placed it on my shoulder.
 
   Though my first instinct was to jerk back from him, extend a hand, and use my power to send him spiraling across the room, I couldn’t.
 
   “You were always going to die, Alyssa. Accept that fact and save the galaxy.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   It was a cramped ship. We’d given up space for speed.
 
   Ja'xal was right by my side taking up tactical and navigations. Lady Argoza sat behind, and I took up the piloting station. My father was situated in the tiny reinforced cell on the other side of the bridge.
 
   Though I didn’t turn from my seat, I caught Argoza’s reflection as she turned for about the 20th time to stare at my father.
 
   My father stared right back, hands arranged neatly in his lap, expression the same cold hard unreadable mask it always was.
 
   “This isn’t safe. We shouldn’t be relying on him,” Argoza said under her breath.
 
   I wanted to ignore it. I didn’t want to go through this again. We had to concentrate on the mission. Nothing would be more important in our lives than what we did next.
 
   But when she muttered her disquiet once more, I couldn’t ignore it anymore.
 
   I placed a hand on the smooth console before me, used it as traction, and pushed myself around in my seat. “He’s behind a force field. He won’t be able to escape.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean. He shouldn’t be on this mission. We can’t trust him. Shepherd, we can’t trust him.”
 
   I gritted my teeth, feeling the tension snake down my jaw and sink deep into my chest.
 
   I was a man of action. A soldier. Not a diplomat. I didn’t want to be here drumming up support from the pirates and the rest of the disparate Star Forces. I needed to be by Alyssa’s side preparing for the fight.
 
   Argoza turned her stunning gaze on me, her eyes growing wide as she shifted forward in her seat. “Your father won’t help us, Nathan. He will only position the Star Forces so that when this is all over they will reclaim the galaxy once more.”
 
   I gritted my jaw harder. But before I could open my mouth and repeat my argument for the thousandth time, my father gave a derisive snort from across the room.
 
   Argoza span in her seat, the long fabric of her sleeves crumpling around her elbows. “Stay quiet, prisoner. There is nothing you can say, nothing you can do to manipulate us.”
 
   “It’s not me I would worry about, my lady,” my father said smoothly, never removing his hands from his lap nor his calculating gaze from Argoza.
 
   This wasn’t what I’d signed up for. For the love of God, the galaxy was on the line and these two were using it as a chance to bicker.
 
   “Silence,” Argoza said as she shifted around in her seat and tipped her head back regally. “There is nothing you can say to undermine us.”
 
   “Indeed,” my father replied easily, “I have no intention of undermining anyone, my lady. You have already done that for us.”
 
   I watched Argoza pale.
 
   “Shut up, you treacherous bastard,” Ja'xal snapped, finally shifting around in his seat.
 
   My father didn’t react. A raging bull could be a centimeter from his face and he wouldn’t blink. Plus, he knew there was no way I was going to let either Argoza or John hurt him.
 
   “Alright, people. Calm down,” I tried.
 
   “Tell me, John, isn’t it? When did the Elogian Factions reach out to you?” my father asked.
 
   Ja'xal looked confused, but Argoza stiffened. I watched her reaction with keen interest.
 
   “Do you honestly think the Star Forces didn’t know of the true origins of the resistance? We have always known the extent of the Elogian’s power. And at any time, we could have crushed it,” my father said casually as if he were discussing nothing more interesting than the weather.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” Ja'xal snapped.
 
   Argoza remained silent, eyes wide open as she stared at my father.
 
   I stared at her.
 
   My father leaned forward in his seat, face coming perilously close to the force field that separated his tiny cell from the rest of the room. “You may have thought you were subverting the Star Forces. You weren’t. We used you as a method of mapping the discontent across the galaxy. You were far more effective at rooting out traitors than we were.”
 
   “Shut up.” Ja'xal threatened to snap to his feet.
 
   I put a hand out to settle him. “Just calm down.” Though a part of me wanted to see how this would pan out, I knew this would be an awfully long trip if I let my father continue to bait Argoza. So I made a few adjustments on the primary control panel and the force field adjusted to block out sound.
 
   I saw him move his lips several times, but he quickly realized his voice could no longer project. He settled back against his metal seat, clasped his hands neatly in front of himself again, and looked right at me.
 
   I held his gaze for a few seconds until I forced myself to turn and concentrate on piloting the vessel.
 
   Every now and then I deliberately looked up and caught Argoza’s reflection.
 
   She was flustered. Angry maybe. Caught even?
 
   … So my father had been telling the truth after all. She really was part of the Elogian Factions.
 
   ….
 
   At any other point in history that would have shocked me. Now I barely noted the fact as a curiosity as I went back to piloting the ship.
 
   The Elogian Factions probably wouldn’t exist in a few hours. If they did, we’d sort through their crimes when the time came to it.
 
   For now all we could do was struggle on.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   There were no words to describe my shock.
 
   Or maybe I wasn’t shocked.
 
   Maybe Axis was right. I’d never truly thought I would live through this.
 
   I’d never imagined a salvation pure and strong enough that could save someone like me.
 
   … No, that was wrong. I’d never imagined it until I’d met Shepherd.
 
   Now it felt as if my future would be stolen from me.
 
   A future I’d barely had the opportunity to explore.
 
   I’d pulled myself from the research facility, running from the room, incapable of facing Axis.
 
   I had to sort through the swirl of emotions before I returned to him. Unless I could control my anger and fear, I would be unable to control my power.
 
   So I walked through the corridors, staring at the various crew as they flitted past, desperately completing their tasks in the time allotted to them.
 
   As I wandered the corridors, I came across the Chief. She was knee deep in a large access tunnel revealed by a gaping hole in the floor.
 
   She looked up as I approached.
 
   “I realize it was a hell of a fight taking on the Star Forces and the Forgotten, but goddammit, Nightingale, you’re a force of nature. It’s gonna take me every minute we have to get this ship in fighting order.”
 
   “Sorry about that.”
 
   “You’re forgiven. You saved all our lives, after all. Now hand me that hyper wrench.”
 
   I got down on my knee, grabbed the correct wrench, and gave it to her. Then I stood back. The Chief was clearly busy, and reason told me I should leave her alone.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   I lingered.
 
   She looked up, sweat and grime marking her brow and all six of her hands. “I might have grumbled, but Lieutenant, don’t let that make you think I don’t appreciate how hard this is for you.” She looked right at me. “We all appreciate what you’ve gone through and what you have to go through. And we’re all thankful.”
 
   I shivered, drawing a quick breath through my nostrils. “It’s fine.”
 
   The Chief let out a hearty chuckle. “Fine? Are you in the same death-defying situation as I am? Because nothing is fine. These gel packs are ruined, for one.” She brought up two ruptured gel packs and threw them in disgust onto the floor. “You don’t have to put on a brave face, Alyssa.”
 
   “Yeah I do. Trust me, I do. You don’t want to see my real expression right now,” I shouldn’t have said a word, but I couldn’t stop myself.
 
   The Chief had ducked back down into the access panel, but now she raised her head slowly and stared at me. “I’m not a counsellor. I’m an engineer. I’ve also had a very long career. I’ve been through fraught situations before, situations when reason tells you there’s nothing you can do and all is lost. So far reason has always been wrong, because you never know how a chaotic situation is going to unfold until you get there. Maybe you’re telling yourself there’s no way now, Alyssa, but there is a way. There’s always a way. The universe is an indeterminate system. Nothing is set in stone.”
 
   “But it’s also a probabilistic system. And I have no chance…” I couldn’t finish my sentence. Instead I let my gaze lock on the leaking gel packs on the floor by my feet. I could tell the Chief was watching me. I should have been controlling my expression, but for the life of me, I couldn’t. Why bother? Win or lose, in 24 hours I’d be dead anyway.
 
   I felt my cheeks paling.
 
   The Chief hauled herself out of the access shaft, her boots squelching through the broken gel pack. She didn’t say anything, she just stood by my side.
 
   “I’m going to die down on that planet,” I admitted in a soft tone that barely carried beyond my lips.
 
   “Maybe,” the Chief conceded.
 
   That’s not what she was meant to say. She was meant to tell me it would all be okay. With hope and grit and a chance, we’d make it through this.
 
   But the Chief, first and foremost, was an engineer. A pragmatist. I imagine she knew the odds better than anyone.
 
   “We all die sometime, Alyssa. That’s the nature of being alive. None of us have a guarantee that this will go on forever. Everything ends.”
 
   “What’s the point then?” Again my voice was little more than a harsh whisper.
 
   “The point is, you get to decide. How you go. What you live for. What you stand for,” her voice reverberated on the word stand. “You can’t control what happens to you in life. You can’t control chance and probability. But you can control your reactions to them. I know this isn’t what you want to hear. You want to hear that everything will work out. I can’t promise that. In all honesty, I doubt it will. But if you’re worried about dying, Alyssa, then embrace your fear, it’ll help you find out what you’re scared of losing. And from that, you’ll find what it is you live for. And that’ll be what you’re willing to die for, too. Maybe you’re right, and you won’t live through this. Maybe you’re wrong, and you will. But you keep that goal in mind and you live and die for what you believe in, and it won't matter.”
 
   I stared at her, slowly processing what she’d said.
 
   She reached out two arms and clapped her hands on my shoulders. “That was a dose of reality. Now for the pep talk. None of us can predict what will happen when we take on the Forgotten. This situation is chaotic and unknown. Even if we win, we have no idea what shape that victory will take. Our Armada could be obliterated, or we could come through this just fine and mine the remaining Forgotten technology to create a better future. We don’t know. That’s the point. And that’s what you’ve gotta hold onto.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t be scared of uncertainty. Embrace it. Look for opportunities as they arise. Don’t lock yourself up with the belief you know what will happen next. React. Think and react. That’s what they taught us in the Star Forces, and the only lesson they gave worth holding onto. Think and react. You’ll find a way.”
 
   I stared at her evenly. The knot of self-loathing and fear that had coalesced in my gut started to shift.
 
   The Chief grinned. “And while you’re here, if you don’t mind taking off that section of wall from that panel over there to that service duct,” she pointed, “I’d be much obliged.
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   I obliged, activating my implants and shifting the wall out of the way.
 
   “That’s the way, Lieutenant. Now if you keep acting like that, we’ll get through this. You’ve gotta remember, you’re not in this alone. We’re in this together. We will all watch each other’s backs, and we won’t give up. And even if you can’t find a way, someone else will. That’s what happens when you’re part of a team – you rely on everyone around you. You fall back on them and they fall back on you. And with all those eyes and hearts and ears and minds, we will find a way. Trust me.”
 
   I looked at her and nodded. “I trust you.”
 
   “Great, but I just realized I didn’t need that wall open after all. Can you put it back?”
 
   I chuckled and obliged.
 
   Then I left the Chief alone and walked back to Axis.
 
   I was ready to face my destiny as he kept calling it. Because the Chief had given me perspective. This wasn’t just my destiny, was it?
 
   It was everyone’s. And she was right. Maybe I couldn’t see any way out of this right now, but I wasn’t alone. If I did my part and others did theirs, maybe we’d see our way through this war.
 
   And maybe I’d even live through it, too.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   This ship really was fast. A trip that should have taken a week took a little under seven hours.
 
   We arrived at the primary pirate base. If it weren’t for Ja'xal's presence, I imagine we’d have been shot down halfway through the sector, but we were allowed safe passage through.
 
   Nerves had solidified into a rock right in the center of my stomach.
 
   Everything would come down to what happened next.
 
   We’d already calculated that with just the Miracle, the Ra’xon, and the outer station, we wouldn’t have the firepower to hold the Forgotten off long enough for Alyssa to deploy the endgame weapon.
 
   We needed help.
 
   It was up to me to secure it.
 
   The pirate base was situated on twin moons bridged by a gravity well. The moons were so built up you would be forgiven for thinking they were massive ships.
 
   The view of them on the primary screen as we swept into port took my breath away. For more reasons than one. A few months ago if I’d found this base it would have made my career. Wiping out the pirate factions and ensuring an end to their crippling sorties into Alliance space had been one of my lifetime goals.
 
   Now they could hold the key to my salvation.
 
   “I’ll try to soften them up and do most of the negotiation, but they are going to want to talk to you,” Ja'xal said for the tenth time as he turned in his seat to face me.
 
   I nodded stiffly.
 
   “Don’t worry, Nathan,” Argoza said gently from behind me as she rose softly, her elegant purple dress sashaying around her form, “I will assist. Together, we will ensure their cooperation.”
 
   Ever since I’d silenced my father during the flight, Argoza had pretended the argument hadn’t even happened. She defaulted to that elegant, graceful woman I’d almost fallen in love with.
 
   But now I’d seen the cracks in her facade, I couldn’t un-see them. If you looked carefully, you could see the tension crumpling her brow, the pressure in her hands as she clutched them at the skirts of her robe, and that haunted look in her eyes.
 
   I didn’t say anything. She was right. I would need her help.
 
   She nodded low and gestured a hand towards me. “Are you ready?”
 
   I replied by standing and nodding.
 
   Behind me the autopilot brought us in to dock.
 
   “Did I mention this is gonna come down to you?” Ja'xal asked yet again as he flashed me a grin and stood beside me.
 
   “Yes, for about the millionth time.”
 
   “It’s only fair, fly boy. I’m only along for the ride. This is your mission. Plus, as much as it pains me to say this, the Captain is right – if anyone can do this, it’s you.”
 
   I managed a smile and shook my head. Then I moved through the cockpit as Ja'xal opened the primary hatch.
 
   My father was watching me from behind his force field.
 
   As I made eye contact with him, he rose to his feet. I’d still locked out the audio, but he didn’t bother trying to speak. Instead he snapped a slow salute.
 
   Maybe it was the exact deliberate nature of his movements, or the salute itself, but it sent a chill rushing up my back.
 
   I saw Argoza glare at him, then we all dismounted from the hatch.
 
   I wanted to say I’d never seen anything like the view that met me as we exited the hatch. That would be a lie. I had. I’d once toured a scrap parts factory.
 
   The docking bay looked exactly like one. Cables and panels were strewn everywhere. The walls were a patchwork of different parts salvaged from various ships, all bolted together like a goddamn patch work quilt.
 
   We passed several engineers as Ja'xal led us along the long metal gangway that separated the docking port from the rest of the ship. The engineers were knee deep in hatches or hanging out of recesses in the wall, doing god knows what, sparks and curses flying everywhere.
 
   “Takes a while to get used to,” Ja'xal commented as he waved us towards a dilapidated fast lift, “our ships aren’t as clinical as yours.”
 
   If by clinical he meant functional, he was right. I was at once surprised this rickity old bucket was holding together and that the Star Forces had never found it. If this was the best the pirates could do, there days were numbered anyway.
 
   We all crammed into the small lift. I got a sinking feeling as I glanced up to the ceiling and saw a wad of sparking cables running across the top. “Are you sure this thing is safe?”
 
   “Nope,” Ja'xal said as he stabbed a thumb against the control panel and the lift lurched into life. “But it works.”
 
   I composed myself as our lift rattled like a teacup at beyond light speed. With a great big thud that shivered through the floor and up into my knees, we stopped.
 
   The light above the rusted brown-red door blinked to green, and the doors creaked open with a guttural groan.
 
   We walked out.
 
   Ja'xal strode ahead, Argoza just behind him. She had her head held at a regal angle, her purple silk robes flowing around her like a gentle breeze through flowers.
 
   I took up the rear.
 
   We walked through a set of cramped corridors, each in a greater state of disrepair than the last. The floor panels puckered, forcing you to stare at your feet lest you trip and fall flat on your face. The walls were buckled here and there too, revealing yet more of the innards of the station. If the Chief were here, she’d have a fit.
 
   I was starting to wonder if this was a good idea. If this was how the pirates ran their operation, then maybe they’d be no use to us. Then again, I’d seen Ja'xal fight, and I knew how far they were willing to push themselves.
 
   The reality was, we needed every ship we could get, every gun, every person.
 
   So I had to suck it in and do this.
 
   After coiling our way around an interconnected set of rusty tunnels, we came out into an expansive room the size of a hangar.
 
   If I’d thought the rest of the ship was a mess, this was worse. Old crates, cracked from age and misuse, lay on their sides, their random contents spilled in great piles on the floor.
 
   I passed broken flight nacelles, mounds of free-foam insulation, torn and tattered flight seats, even the crushed bodies of single-man cruisers.
 
   Right in the center of the room, in a 20m section that had been cleared from the mountains of trash, stood a group of pirates.
 
   One in particular – a massive Magnarian warrior covered in tarnished armor – loomed above the rest. He had the most guns slung across his shoulders and rammed into the multiple holsters at his hips. He also had the most scars littered across his pock-marked face.
 
   He had two pin prick red eyes that gave you the impression you were staring into a laser sight.
 
   Ja'xal walked up to him, but not too close. When he was five meters away, he stopped and nodded low.
 
   He didn’t say a word, just took several steps away until he stood alongside Argoza and myself. It was clear he was now tabbing out, and the rest would be up to us.
 
   I swallowed, and for some reason found myself glancing at Argoza for support. She pressed her lips together in a delicate smile and nodded encouragingly.
 
   I stepped forward.
 
   I didn’t need to tell myself there was a lot riding on what I’d do here. I couldn’t stop my brain from repeating that fact, though. It echoed between my ears like a scream in a cave.
 
   The main guy – who had to be in charge – looked me up and down, those laser-like eyes like targeting scanners searching for my every weakness. “I am the Chief,” he stated flatly. “You will negotiate with me.”
 
   Standard Star Forces operating procedure told me that at a time like this, I should endeavor to shake hands or compliment my host in some way to kick off negotiations on the right foot. I had to throw that manual out the window. Try to shake this guy’s hand, and he’d probably end up wringing my throat. Compliment him, and I imagine he’d shoot me.
 
   So I stood there and nodded. It was brief and sharp, just a bare tick of my head.
 
   I waited. Maybe too long. I let the silence settle. I also deliberately let the guy watch as I looked over his assembled pirates one in turn. Eventually I settled my gaze back on him, and I gave another bare nod. “We need your help.” I didn’t elaborate. I waited.
 
   One of the guy’s fat dappled green lips twitched up over his teeth. “We know.”
 
   He didn’t add anything.
 
   At this rate, it would take us an hour of brief macho statements to get down to the actual negotiations. An hour I didn’t have.
 
   I took a risk and shook my head. “I’ve come here to ask for your full cooperation in helping the resistance win this war. We have beyond-light-drive booster technology that could help your ships reach the Omega Sector in eight hours. We need every ship we can muster to hold the Forgotten back. If we don’t…” I trailed off.
 
   The guy didn’t blink. His gaze didn’t flicker. His brow didn’t crumple in consternation. He made no indication he understood the severity of what I’d just shared.
 
   I swallowed. “We need your help,” I repeated, louder this time, voice punching from my now constricted throat. “The galaxy is relying on us. If we can’t—”
 
   He pushed up a hand and snarled. “I know the stakes, fly boy.”
 
   I damped down on my irritation. “Then help us. Help the Milky Way in its final hour.”
 
   “Who are you to ask us this?” He growled.
 
   At first I didn’t understand. At first I waited for him to retract his statement, to explain himself, to do the right thing.
 
   When it became clear he wouldn’t, I shook my head. “Who am I? A man who wants to live. Who wants all of us to live,” I said simply. “And the only way we’re going to do that is if we all work together now.”
 
   The guy let out a short punch of a laugh that sounded like a fist slamming against the reverberating metal floor below. “You cannot fool us with your words.”
 
   “… The Forgotten are coming.” I hardened my jaw, words harsh as I pushed them past my clenched teeth. “I’m not manipulating you.”
 
   “We know what you want. You want us to sacrifice our lives, give up our ships and arms and men, so that you may be victorious once this war ends.”
 
   “We will all be victorious,” I shot back, anger now rising through my throat, “winning is the only thing we can hope for. We can’t allow ourselves to be distracted by the shape this galaxy will take once—”
 
   The guy gave a sharp, whip-like growl that echoed through the cavernous space. “We are not idiots. We know what you want.”
 
   I was starting to lose this negotiation before it had even began.
 
   I knew enough not to show my fear. I angled my head low so I could stare down my nose at the guy, even though he was a good half a meter taller than me.
 
   “Unacceptable,” he growled again. “We are not fools. We will not sacrifice our forces so that we can be crushed by the Star Forces once this war is over.”
 
   I sank my fingernails into my palms, keeping my expression as neutral as I could.
 
   I wanted to scream at this guy – and the whole goddamn galaxy – that it wasn’t a given we’d win this war. We would have to sacrifice everything – every goddamn thing. The Forgotten weren’t pushovers. So why did everyone think we’d get through this so easily?
 
   I knew the reason. The Milky Way had never seen a war like this. Though news of the Forgotten had spread since their violent incursion into our galaxy, to many, it was nothing but news. People simply couldn’t process the magnitude of this attack. They thought everything would work out in the end – because in living memory everything always had worked out.
 
   This was different. And unless people woke up, they’d die.
 
   Maybe I wasn’t doing a perfect job of controlling my expression, because the Chief gave another growl, his massive nostrils flaring. He took a stiff step towards me, heavy boots thumping and reverberating against the echoing metal floor. “We will not fall for your tricks, fly boy. You are Star Forces.”
 
   “He was Star Forces, now he’s resistance,” Argoza rallied before I could say anything.
 
   Which was good. If left to my own devices, I didn’t know what I would say right now.
 
   Though I’d once felt a strong allegiance to the resistance, it was nothing but a word to me now. Hollow. Empty. Just another source of disappointment and intrigue in this twisted tale.
 
   “He still thinks like them,” the Chief Pirate growled, his trunk-like throat ramming up against his armor. “He still thinks we will sacrifice everything for nothing in return.”
 
   I snorted. “Nothing in return? What about peace? What about living?” I couldn’t control my tone any more.
 
   A mistake.
 
   The guy reared up.
 
   A sensible man would have doubled back, apologized, and given the guy what he wanted.
 
   I was way past sensible.
 
   I took a sharp step towards him, gaze blazing like a pulse bullet ready to spring from a gun. “You think you can just sit this war out and let everyone else sacrifice their lives to keep you safe?”
 
   The guy’s chunk of a lip pulled up hard against his jagged yellow teeth. “The Star Forces hounded and hunted us for years. It is their turn to lay down their lives for us.”
 
   There was a general muttering of approval from the assembled crowd.
 
   I was ready to explode. On the Ra’xon, everyone understood what was at stake, because we’d already lost so many lives.
 
   These bastards were making light of that.
 
   I took another jerked step towards him.
 
   “Is that it? Is that what you want? You want everyone else to lay down their lives so you cowards can sit back and live? It’s not going to happen. You’ll all end up dying when we’re defeated and there’s no one left to hold back the Forgotten.”
 
   The guy growled. His eyes became two pin pricks of hatred. He was seconds from hitting me or shooting me.
 
   I didn’t care.
 
   I couldn’t get past the anger welling in my gut. I was incensed that this guy – that Argoza, that everyone I talked to – didn’t understand.
 
   This was a game to them.
 
   A goddamn game.
 
   Before I could do anything, and before the Chief could pull out the pulse rifle slung across his shoulder, Argoza snapped in front of me.
 
   She tipped her head back and looked right up to the Chief’s blazing eyes. “You want a good will offering – something to show you can trust us. Right?”
 
   The Chief, to his credit, didn’t go through with the murderous glint in his eye, shove Argoza aside, and shoot me. Instead he looked at her, lips still pulled up over his jagged teeth. “Yes,” he hissed like gas escaping a cracked pipe.
 
   “Very well. You want a peace offering. I’ll give you one. Admiral Shepherd,” Argoza said.
 
   “What?” I spluttered.
 
   “We will give you Admiral Shepherd. In return, please assist us in the final hour.” She ignored me.
 
   “No,” I said flatly. “He is not yours to negotiate with.”
 
   The Chief Pirate looked at me, his malevolent stare crossing from my face down to my feet then back again. “Why would you protect him? We told you our terms. Either you give us something to prove your trust, or we walk away.”
 
   “We will give you Admiral Shepherd,” Argoza said, completely ignoring me.
 
   “No we won’t,” I let my tone drop low into an unmistakable growl. “And if you want to walk away – if you want to risk the whole galaxy for your own goddamn ego – Fine.” With that I turned and began to stalk away.
 
   “Nathan, what are you doing?” Argoza rushed up to my side.
 
   “What I should have done the second I got here. I will not negotiate to save the galaxy. I don’t care what position you’ll be in once the dust settles.” I now faced her and talked only to her. “If you can’t put aside your goddamn insignificant ideologies and work together, then fine. Stay here. Let everyone else sacrifice themselves so that you live. So that you can keep all of your resources. When we die and we buy you peace, you’ll be fine. And if you can live with yourself, well done, because that would kill me.” With that I strode off.
 
   Maybe I was making the greatest mistake of my life. Maybe a more diplomatic soldier would stay and at least pretend to negotiate.
 
   I was done being diplomatic. I was done negotiating between everyone’s desires and fears.
 
   “Nathan. Please. Stop. Nathan!” Argoza struggled to keep pace beside me.
 
   Even if she directed a level 10 force field in front of me, I wouldn’t have stopped.
 
   She reached out and tried to grab my arm. I pulled it away.
 
   “Nathan. Please. I can explain.”
 
   That saw me stop.
 
   I shifted hard on my foot and stared at her. “Explain what? Why you unilaterally decided to give up Admiral Shepherd?”
 
   “I know he’s your father, but if we want to get the factions on side, we have to give them something. Plus, what’s the loss? He’s a monster, he deserves what’s coming to him. You know that. You told me that.”
 
   “This has nothing to do with the fact he’s my goddamn father,” my voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “The pirate factions will be insignificant if we can’t get the remaining Star Forces ships in this sector on our side. I thought you could understand that. You can’t. The only thing you’re interested in is whether you’ll come out of this battle with enough power to claim the rest of the galaxy.”
 
   “And you don’t care. And that will cost us everything. Nathan, I understand we must sacrifice everything in order to defeat the Forgotten. I really do. I do not underestimate them as a threat, nor do I marginalize the sacrifices we will all have to make. However, you must be logical about this. When the dust settles, we must be in a position to shepherd the Milky Way into a brighter future. We will all be in a state of disarray, and the future of everyone will come down to those with the most power. We must be strategic in these last moments to ensure that it is us who holds that power.” She stared at me entreatingly, and there was no mistaking the genuine emotion behind her gaze. If I’d ever feared that Argoza was manipulating me, I could dispel that worry now.
 
   She just believed what she said. Which was worse.
 
   I shook my head and took a sharp step backwards. “I’ve been listening to these arguments my whole life,” I said through gritted teeth. “You call my father a monster, but have no idea how close you’ve become to him. You’re on the other side of the fence, sure, but you utilize the same tactics and repeat the same arguments.”
 
   She looked as if she’d been slapped.
 
   She took a shuddering step back, cheeks paling even further. “How could you say that? The Star Forces are monsters. Look at what they’ve done. Look at what they’ve done,” her voice teetered high. “All the secrets, all the pain. All the people they’ve killed and swept under the carpet. They’ve been controlling this galaxy with an iron fist for centuries. If we can shrug off their yoke, we must. If that means being strategic now, then so be it. Because, Nathan, can’t you see? That's the only way to ensure peace.”
 
   “Listen to yourself. You care more about defeating the Star Forces than you do about the Forgotten. Like they’re a goddamn side note to you. They are tearing through the Milky Way,” I said in a staccato voice, emphasizing every single word with a hard huff of breath. “People are dying. They are dying, Argoza. One after another. Maybe you’re right, and the strategic thing to do would be to measure our assistance. But that’s also the wrong thing to do. It’s a risk we can’t take. Because if we measure our response now, in all likelihood we will die. And if you are willing to risk the galaxy,” again I slowed down every word, letting them punch out of my throat like bullets from a gun, “then let me tell you now, you don’t have the right to make that call. You don’t have the right to risk the whole galaxy. And if you can’t see that, then stay here.”
 
   Again I tried to turn from her. She wouldn’t let me. “Nathan, don’t, don’t walk away. Just… stay. I.…” She broke eye contact and stared at the floor, her eyes widening, “I understand your point. And I’m sorry. I was out of line back there.”
 
   Part of me wanted the fight to continue. The indignant rage that had billowed in my gut couldn’t easily be quelled.
 
   But here she was, apparently giving in.
 
   I stared at her suspiciously for a few seconds, giving her the opportunity to suddenly change her mind and revert to her old view. When she didn’t, I looked at her askance.
 
   “Nathan, I’m sorry,” she said entreatingly, clasping her hands in front of herself and giving a low respectful nod. “I guess… I guess you’re right. In this final hour we can’t hold back, even if it means we will lose the next battle with the Star Forces.”
 
   “… You’re assuming the Star Forces will be in any shape whatsoever to fight once we’ve destroyed the Forgotten.”
 
   “Perhaps you’re right.” She darted her gaze up to me once more, her flattering stunning stare locked on my face. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust you.”
 
   Her turn around an opinion seemed too good to be true. Minutes ago she was passionately arguing for abandoning my father to the pirates.
 
   Now. Now I couldn’t deny the look of sorrow in her gaze.
 
   I brought a hand up and wiped it across my brow. “Are you sure? Are you sure you’re happy to sacrifice whatever it takes no matter what that does to our ultimate position once the war ends? If the war ends,” I couldn’t stop myself from adding in a hurried breath.
 
   With her hands still clasped in front of herself, she nodded demurely. “I have seen the error of my ways. You have convinced me. I will continue to negotiate with the pirates, however you have my word that I will not sacrifice anything we are not willing to give. I will attempt to convince them based only on the merits of this cause. Just… trust me, Shepherd. That’s all I ask.”
 
   I stared at her, incapable of looking away.
 
   With another low demure nod, she shifted on her bare feet and walked away.
 
   I watched her until she was out of sight.
 
   Did I trust her? No. And yet I didn’t entirely distrust her either.
 
   If I were in any other circumstance, I’d remove her from the negotiation and have nothing more to do with her.
 
   I couldn’t afford that luxury.
 
   I’d ruined my chance negotiating with the pirate leader.
 
   So I would have to rely on her.
 
   Returning to the ship to check on the latest war reports, I became conscious of how much time we were spending.
 
   In fact the whole concept of time loomed in my mind like an executioner’s axe at my neck.
 
   Every second felt like an eternity, not just for my body, but for my mind. Every possible torturous thought took up root in my consciousness, beckoning me to even more harrowing nightmares.
 
   If we didn’t manage to secure the pirate ships….
 
   I pressed a hand hard into my brow as I walked up the small ramp into our light cruiser.
 
   My shoulders were so tense they felt as if they’d been replaced with steel.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I settled into the pilot seat and let my fingers spread across the controls.
 
   The casualty reports kept spilling in.
 
   The Forgotten Fleet were destroying anything in their path as they continued their inexorable plunge towards Alyssa and the endgame device.
 
   Before I could spiral into another fit of existential depression, I heard someone clear their throat.
 
   I jerked around in my seat.
 
   My father was still sitting there in the tiny brig.
 
   Now he stood.
 
   There was barely space between him and the lethal force field right in front of his nose. “How have the negotiations progressed?”
 
   I stared at him, not answering.
 
   “It is critical that you get the pirate factions on side.”
 
   “Listen to yourself,” I croaked, “once upon a time you were responsible for hunting down and destroying the pirate factions.”
 
   My father shrugged easily. “Once upon a time, yes. But the times have changed. I could not have predicted that the resistance would gain such a foothold over the Star Forces. Nor did I predict that the Forgotten would power through the Star Forces fleets with such ease. Now I find myself at a serious juncture. Unless we recruit every force we can in the galaxy, there will be no more galaxy. The mark of a true commander is adaptability,” he added as he stared at me pointedly.
 
   I brought both hands up and tensely wiped them over my face, not caring that my nails dragged across my eyelids. With a sigh, I let them fall to my lap. “You’re not meant to say that. You’re meant to shout at me for joining the resistance. For acting against the Star Forces. For… being pulled in by the Elogians.” I didn’t know what I was saying. The words were spilling out from some dark hole in my unconsciousness.
 
   I couldn’t make eye contact with him. Instead my gaze settled on the far wall.
 
   “So you now understand I’m right? The resistance have always been puppets of the Elogians.”
 
   I let out a tense breath, the kind of breath that could have torn a hole in my throat. “Yes,” I said bitterly. “It seems you’re right.”
 
   I was a goddamn idiot for never having seen it.
 
   My father didn’t laugh or say he told me so.
 
   Instead he shrugged. “The fact of who was once in control of the resistance is now ultimately irrelevant. You and the rest of your crew find yourself in possession of the only weapon that can win this war. Regardless of your ideologies or origins, you are now the only people in the galaxy who can end this.”
 
   Though I didn’t want to, I levelled my gaze at him. “But I’ve been an idiot. If I hadn’t trusted…” I clenched my teeth, “if I hadn’t been so goddamn naive, I wouldn’t be here right now.”
 
   “No. You would be dead. You would never have maneuvered yourself into a position to save the galaxy. Presumably your vessel and your original crew would have been destroyed in the first wave of Forgotten attacks. Would you have preferred that, son?”
 
   I let my gaze drift down to my hands. I stared at my thumbs as I clenched them tighter and tighter together.
 
   Was my father trying to console me? Or was this more of the same game he never stopped playing?
 
   “If you do not use the opportunity that has now been given to you, there will not be another.”
 
   “And what opportunity is that?” I asked slowly.
 
   “To decide who lives or dies and who ultimately wins.”
 
   I jolted back in my seat. “What? Vehemence punched through my tone. “I don’t get to decide who lives or dies.”
 
   At first my father didn’t reply. He stared at me, gaze calculating. “Son, you are not that naive. You are in a unique position. Of every player in this game, you are the most maneuverable. Perhaps others have more power. Subject Omega has more raw ability, yet is locked in on every side by her expectations and destiny. Captain H’agovan technically commands the fleet, but she must concentrate all her efforts in preparing for battle. You, son,” my father leaned forward, his face now so close to the lethal shield my heart recoiled in fear, “have the most freedom. You can decide not just how we win this war, but what will happen afterwards.”
 
   I sat there in shock, heart thumping in my throat. “That’s not true,” I tried to rally.
 
   He let out a short sharp laugh. “Unfortunately, my son, it is. To think, I thought I would be in your position. As we prepared for the Forgotten war, I always imagined myself standing where you are now. But I am not. I am standing here.” He gestured to his tiny cell, bringing his hands so close to the shield they glowed blue. “But it does not matter. For ultimately you are a Shepherd. And ultimately you will do the right thing.”
 
   My father was staring at me with… I couldn’t describe it.
 
   Was it emotion? Maybe. It was definitely intense. But it wasn’t fragile or broken or dare I say loving.
 
   I found myself swallowing. “The ultimate fate of the galaxy will not be decided by me. I do not have the power to decide who will live or die.”
 
   “The power or the right? Because you do have the power, Nathan. I always taught you not to deny the obvious. So stop. Recognize your position. Recognize what you can do. And decide what the best course of action is. Then do it. Do not look back. Sacrifice those you must to buy a future for us all.”
 
   If I’d been standing, I would have receded back. Instead I pushed harder and harder against the back of the seat. While I could bodily recoil from my father’s words, they was still lodged in my mind like a knife in my sternum.
 
   “You have never been good at seeing what advantage you hold. That is why your career has stalled.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I’m a traitor to the Star Forces. I no longer have a career.”
 
   My father shrugged. “The Star Forces will no longer be the same if we are victorious in this ultimate battle. What remains in the ashes once the Forgotten are obliterated will be chaotic. It will be up to strong leaders to draw this galaxy back together again.”
 
   “Strong leaders like you?” I asked immediately, clenching my teeth.
 
   “Perhaps. But as I have already said, I am not in your position. Of every player in this game, you have the greatest ability to alter the ultimate outcome. For your advantage, or against it.”
 
   “What are you saying, that I should position myself to take over the Star Forces and the rest of the galaxy if we destroy the Forgotten?” I couldn’t keep the incredulity from my tone, nor the frustrated laugh. “That’s insane. I don’t have the power, the ability, or the right,” I emphasized with a breath, “to rule this galaxy. This is a pointless discussion, anyway. We cannot allow ourselves to be distracted by the future when we haven’t even secured it yet.”
 
   “Don’t pretend you’re not thinking about it. Even if you deny it, it fills your mind. You wonder what shape the Milky Way will take, son, but you should not. Don’t imagine what she will become. Create her. Ensure we hold the power at the end to make a new beginning.”
 
   I sneered at him now. “You sound exactly like Lady Argoza.”
 
   He laughed. “I imagine I do. We helped create the Elogian Factions after all. They were a logical reaction to the Star Forces’ controls.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We created a galaxy where we don’t live for today,” my father never broke eye contact, “We live for the violent tomorrow. The day we’ll die.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   My father shifted forward, the move stiff, but his expression stiffer. Colder. Darker. The kind of stone-eyed look that belongs on a man leading you to the gallows. “We taught this galaxy to survive. Not to live.”
 
   “… What are you saying? It’s your fault the Elogians formed the resistance?”
 
   He let out a bark of a laugh, one that reverberated through the cramped cockpit. “You could say that. You could say that for the past 100 years, as the Star Forces have prepared for the inevitable Forgotten attack, we’ve pushed the rest of the galaxy to the brink.”
 
   I stared at him, disbelief etched over every furrow in my brow and blazing bright in my narrowed eyes. “But you don’t think like that.”
 
   “Ha. No, son, you’re right. And I thought you’d Forgotten everything I ever taught you.”
 
   I held his gaze.
 
   “The Elogians created themselves. They chose to see a weakness in the galaxy they could exploit for their own advantage.”
 
   “But didn’t you help create that weakness?”
 
   “In part. But no matter the circumstances, we are all ultimately responsible for what we become.”
 
   “And does that include you?”
 
   He didn’t answer. So I took a step closer, boot slapping against the uneven rivets along the floor as I came as close to the shield as I could. “Are you responsible for what you became?”
 
   His lips curled, the move slow like ice forming over a lake. “Yes, son. Just as you are responsible for what you have become. Lose enough and you become someone else. You want to believe you can’t do that. You can. Given time, given pressure, you can be molded into any shape. One by one the morals you hold so dear will be torn from your grasp. One by one your beliefs will be washed away. And one by one you will change. Until one day you look at yourself and you are someone different.”
 
   “That’s not what I asked. Are you responsible for who you became?” I curled my hands into fists, the fingers slicing against my palms like knives. I’d never asked my father a more important question. It was the key to how I felt about him, how I felt about myself. If he could come up with a viable excuse as to why he'd done all of those things… maybe it would all make sense.
 
   I looked up at him, expectation shivering in my gaze.
 
   “But you ask the wrong question.” He pushed to his feet. “The greater testament to a man is not what he allowed himself to become, but what he stopped himself from becoming.”
 
   I wanted to pretend I didn’t understand the statement. I did. It rang like a bell between my ears, its cacophony enough to drown out all other sounds, even the pounding of my heart.
 
   “Before the end you will become another man,” he said with such certainty his words could’ve been cast in stone, “what kind of man will that be, Nathan?”
 
   Before I could answer, my comm PIP beeped. The sudden sound shook through me, forcing me to take a jerked step backwards. With my brow slick with sweat and my throat dry from nerves, I brought a hand up, locked my jaw, shook my head, and cleared my throat. “Shepherd here, what is it?”
 
   “The pirates have come to the table. I managed to convince them to lend us some of their forces.” It was Lady Argoza.
 
   “Some?”
 
   “Shepherd, believe me, I tried my best, but there’s no way they’re going to risk everything they have. It’ll mean they are too easy to overcome once this battle is over.”
 
   I ground my teeth together.
 
   Maybe she could sense my irritation, because she took a sharp breath. “I tried to tell them that was suicide. And unless we give everything we’ve got now, we won’t have a future. But they won’t budge. We have to accept what they’ve given and move on.”
 
   I forced a tense breath through my teeth and managed a nod. “You’re right. Fine. Finish the negotiations and meet back at the vessel. We have to move on to the Star Forces. Time is ticking down. Where’s Ja'xal?”
 
   “He’s going to stay and help coordinate the attack from this side. He said he’d meet you on the battlefield. He mentioned something about wanting no one else to fight by his side.”
 
   I managed a bare smile at that. “Fine. Meet you back at the ship.”
 
   I ended the feed, twisted, and stared at my father again.
 
   He was still standing.
 
   “You will get to decide who lives or dies. Choose wisely,” he said as he turned and sat on his small seat.
 
   Choose wisely. Those words echoed in my mind.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I was back.
 
   Ready to face him this time.
 
   The Chief had given me something elusive I’d always searched for. A reason to die, and through that, a reason to live.
 
   Axis faced me, his expression, as always, neutral. I could see despite how blank his gaze was that he was studying me in full, picking up and analyzing every minute detail.
 
   Looking for that weakness.
 
   Well now I pushed back. I stared at him, hoping my gaze showed my fearlessness.
 
   After a few seconds, he took a step back and nodded his head. “I would have thought it would take you longer to return. You always took so long to overcome your emotions in the past. That is your one undoing, my dear. If I could have transposed your power into F’val’s body, I would have. He had the mind to succeed. You,” he let his gaze flick down my form and settle on my elbows, “despite all these years still have an untrained mind.”
 
   I didn’t bother to grit my teeth or curl my hands into fists. I didn’t need to. I stared at him wordlessly.
 
   His gaze flashed with interest. “How long until you are overcome with the reality of the situation once more? A few seconds, a few minutes? You could never shoulder your destiny, Alyssa, and now at our greatest hour of need, you will fall to the demons in your mind.”
 
   “… Are you done?” I stared at him impassively. I took a step forward, shook my head to shift my fringe from my eyes, and locked my hands on my hips. “You’re here to show me how to beat the Forgotten. Now you are going to do that. Or you’re going to find this mighty uncomfortable.” I flicked a hand at the mag cuffs still covering his wrists and ankles. With a single command, I could make them lock together. With a different command, I could use my implants to silence Axis forever.
 
   He wasn’t in control.
 
   And for the first time in my life, I was actually starting to see that.
 
   I was the one with the power. And if I could just control my emotions long enough. I could wield that power.
 
   Knowing that – feeling that fact deep in my chest – I took another determined step forward.
 
   Axis tilted his head to the side, as if he didn’t know what to make of my new-found courage. Slowly, however, that same sanctimonious smile spread his lips. He even brought his hands up and gave a brief clap, clap, clap. “You have found a mask of bravery, Alyssa. But you cannot fool me. I know you are still haunted by your thoughts, by that storm of emotion that has always raged in your mind.”
 
   “It’s not a mask,” I said flatly. “And I am not haunted.” I didn’t have to control my voice – it controlled itself.
 
   Axis and the horrible destiny he’d thrust me towards no longer loomed like a storm in my mind.
 
   Why?
 
   Because now I wasn’t afraid. I knew, win or lose, it would be on my terms.
 
   “Stop stalling. You said you could show me how to fight the Forgotten. You will do that now.”
 
   He considered me for a few more seconds, but conceded with a nod. “Scans have located a valley on the planet where you will make your last stand. We will arrive in the Omega System soon. Once we do, the finishing touches to the endgame weapon will be made, and it will be shipped down to the valley. You will fight directly alongside the weapon. And it will be your responsibility to arm it once the Forgotten are in range. You cannot arm it early. The primary Forgotten forces must be close enough – within a 100km range – for the weapon to pick up their signature and the antenna to arm. The resistance armada will attempt to reduce the Forgotten fleet before they reach the planet, but the reality is they will be able to do little. You will need to be prepared to fight the Death Giver.”
 
   “… How is a ship that large going to maneuver within a 100km range of the surface of that planet? Won’t they just stay in orbit and pick me off with long range weapons?”
 
   “No, my dear, they will not. The Forgotten will amass upon your location like a nest of starving ants. They will be drawn in by your power and the promise of the end game weapon. They will also not risk destroying it from space. They require it. As they require you. They will come close enough that their forces can overcome you. That is your advantage. When the majority of the fleet are within range, you will arm the weapon. You must then keep the Forgotten back for twenty minutes. Once those twenty minutes are up, the weapon will deploy, and that will be the end,” he spoke with such finality I shivered.
 
   “Twenty minutes,” I found myself repeating in a hollow voice. “How the hell am I going to hold off their forces for that long?”
 
   “Resistance ground forces will be deployed beyond your valley. Using the ability I built you for, you will rise above the battle and conduct them.”
 
   “That’s all very well, but how am I meant to know what to do? Why will I be any better than the ground forces themselves? They’ll all have access to tactical computers, presumably, and those computers will be far better at processing battle data than I am.”
 
   “You have an advantage.” His lips pulled up in a cold smile.
 
   I could have shivered. I didn’t. Instead I leveled my gaze at him. “What?”
 
   “You can hear them. You can access them through your mind.”
 
   I really did shiver this time.
 
   He noted it and smiled even harder, lips pressing up until the skin under his eyes crinkled like burnt plastic. “You hear their song in your thoughts, don’t you, my dear? It calls to you, beckons like a hand through the dark.”
 
   I clamped my teeth together and took a hissing breath. “What about it? How can I use that to my advantage?” I was acutely aware that several hours ago I wouldn’t have been able to have this conversation. I wouldn’t have bounced back from every cold comment as quickly. I wouldn’t have been able to push away the fear. It would have coiled around my spine like a snake ready to strike.
 
   Now all I had to do was remind myself that I knew who I was doing this for. My suffering meant something more than just pain when I put it in the perspective of those I was saving.
 
   I swallowed, leveled my head, and smoothed a calm expression back on my face. “How can I use this to my advantage,” I demanded again.
 
   That curling smile marching up Axis’ face faltered. Again he shot me a calculating look. “Just as the Forgotten can use that ability to locate you, you can use it to locate them.”
 
   “I won’t have to locate them,” I spat, “they’ll be right in front of me. Now tell me what your holding back – how can I use this ability to fight them?”
 
   He let out a short burst of a laugh. It was a laugh I’d heard countless times before. It haunted my dreams. It would always be a prelude to some new cruel test.
 
   Today I heard it for what it truly was. Unease.
 
   Slowly but surely I was undermining Axis’ opinion of me. He thought I was weak, and that’s how he kept me weak.
 
   Today, here, it ended.
 
   I took another threatening step towards him.
 
   With eyes narrowed, he finally answered, “you can use it to predict what they will do next. It gives you access to their collective mind, just as they have access to your mind.”
 
   My eyebrows crumpled down. “What?”
 
   “Have you never wondered what kind of connection you have to the Forgotten? Why they sing so loudly in your mind?”
 
   “I just thought they were after me.”
 
   “It’s more than that, my dear. With your unparalleled connection to your implants, you are essentially a Forgotten yourself.”
 
   “Excuse me?” my voice punched from my throat so quickly I could have torn a hole in my neck.
 
   “They consider you one of their own. And in many ways, you are. Your connection to your implants provides you access to their hive mind – and that is why you hear their song, that is why they beckon to you.”
 
   I wanted to shake my head, stagger back, flatten a hand to my thumping heart.
 
   I barely controlled myself as I took a steadying breath. “I’m not a Forgotten. I’m human.”
 
   “Your connection to their technology goes beyond anything I have ever seen—”
 
   “Stop,” I suddenly commanded in a booming reverberating voice. “I know what you’re doing, and stop.”
 
   He was trying to overcome me with information. He always did this. He would dangle a disparate fact, then another, and another, dragging me along behind him as if I were tethered by a chain.
 
   He tilted his head to the side again. “Is this information too much for you, my dear?”
 
   “No, it isn’t,” I snarled back. “Now tell me everything. No lies,” I warned through another snarl.
 
   “I am not lying to you, and never have. This is the truth. The Forgotten consider you as one of their own and will do anything to get you back.”
 
   I didn’t bother interrupting to point out they’d never had me in the first place.
 
   No. I remained silent, hands drawing into tight fists behind my back as I used all my energy to retain a neutral expression.
 
   I refused to show him my fear and confusion.
 
   Even though I felt it. God, it powered through me.
 
   … I couldn’t be a Forgotten. That didn’t make any sense. He was only saying that to disrupt me.
 
   There was one fact I couldn’t deny though – my implants did seem to provide me with some kind of link to their hive mind.
 
   … Their hive mind. I hadn’t thought about it like that until now. That’s what all those voices were. That’s where that eerie singing came from.
 
   Again I stopped myself from shivering. “Tell me how I can use this… connection to stop the Forgotten. You said I could figure out what they’re going to do. How?”
 
   I wish Shepherd could see me now. I was being strong. Forthright even.
 
   Then again, he’d never seen me as anything other than powerful, had he? He’d looked through my cracked exterior to what he knew was underneath.
 
   A rush of energy erupted in my chest as I thought of him.
 
   “Tell me,” I demanded once more, letting my curled fists relax and drop to my sides.
 
   “You must concentrate on them just as they concentrate on you. If you find peace in your mind, you will be able to let them in far enough that you will be able to access their hive mind, yet keep them far enough away that they will not be able to control you.”
 
   I took a sharp hiss of a breath through my teeth. “That sounds impossible. Let them in?”
 
   He nodded low. “It is the only way. It will be hard—”
 
   “It sounds impossible,” I spoke over the top of him. “It sounds like suicide. If I… if I lose control, they could take me over. Then everything will be lost.”
 
   He stared at me impassively. How he could do it, I didn’t know. Monster or not, he would die if I failed. Didn’t he care enough about his own existence to react to what I was saying?
 
   “It’s the only way,” he eventually repeated. “You must gain access to the Forgotten’s movements. If you don’t, you will not be able to conduct the resistance’s ground forces and hold the Forgotten back long enough for the weapon to deploy.”
 
   “What you’re suggesting is suicide,” I repeated through clenched teeth.
 
   He stared at me impassively, the seconds ticking on and on. “Have you forgotten what I have already told you? You will die during this battle.”
 
   I had to use everything to keep myself controlled. Every scrap of determination, every ounce of control.
 
   “Yes, you are correct – it is risky. But there is simply no other way. Unless you find out what the Forgotten are going to do before they do it, then we will all perish in the first few seconds of their attack. The ground forces under your command will be relying on you, as will the remainder of the fleet in space.”
 
   I ground my teeth together harder and harder until I felt as if I would chisel all the way through my jaw. “If… if I can do this – if I can actually let them into my mind and find out what they’re going to do, then why do we even need the endgame weapon? Can’t I stand aboard the Miracle and direct our every move?”
 
   “It would not be enough. There is nothing in the Star Forces’ arsenal that could possibly break through the Death Givers' defenses.”
 
   “Then can’t I at least relay information about the Forgotten to the Miracle? Won’t that give our fleet more of a chance to pick them off in space?”
 
   “You will not be able to maintain a precise connection with them over such a distance. You will only be able to utilize this ability when they reach the planet.”
 
   “How the hell do I know you’re not lying?” I finally asked the question I should have hours ago.
 
   Everything Axis did was for his own benefit. He was about as trustworthy as the Devil himself.
 
   “Why would I lie to you, Alyssa? Why would I jeopardize the one thing I have been working towards for my entire career? Peace,” he proclaimed in a ringing voice that echoed around the room. “I am prepared to do anything to ensure peace in this galaxy.”
 
   I watched him warily, drawing a deep breath into my chest and holding it there as I tried to think.
 
   There was every chance Axis was lying to me… and yet every chance he was telling the truth. Because he was right. Why would he jeopardize everything, including his own life?
 
   Maybe he could see my indecision because he took a slow careful step forward. He dipped his head low and looked right into my eyes. “You must trust me and do everything I say. It is our only hope.”
 
   I wanted so much to rebuff him, to stretch out a hand and send him careening into the far wall.
 
   I didn’t. I lifted my head and stared at him. I was doing this for Shepherd, for the resistance, for the whole goddamn Milky Way. “Fine. Show me how to do it.”
 
   Axis smiled.
 
   I ignored the way it made me feel.
 
   Because from now until this was all over, my feelings would be irrelevant.
 
   I was one thing – hope. And I couldn’t forget that.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
    I’d programmed a course back to the Omega Sector, realizing we didn’t have the time to wait.
 
   I’d managed to establish contact with the rest of the Star Forces ships in range with my father’s help.
 
   Now I needed his help one more time.
 
   The Captain had entrusted me with this mission because she erroneously thought I could single handedly bring the Star Forces and the pirates together.
 
   I couldn’t. And maybe that was my real ability – knowing when I was beaten.
 
   If I got on the line to what remained of the Star Forces, they’d ignore me. Or worse. Send a ship to free my father and kill me.
 
   No. There was only one way to catch the Star Forces’ attention.
 
   And he was currently in a cell behind me.
 
   I rose from my seat and walked towards the cell. “Are you ready to do this?”
 
   He sat with his hands neatly arranged in his lap. Angling his head back, he nodded slowly.
 
   While I could have had my father relay this message from the cell, I wanted him on visual. I wanted the Star Forces to know that we hadn’t touched him.
 
   “Can I trust you?” I asked.
 
   He didn’t reply immediately. He dipped his head low.
 
   I took a breath and let him out. He strode into the center of the cramped cockpit. “Computer, begin relaying message.”
 
   There was a beep.
 
   He cleared his throat. “This is Admiral Shepherd. And this is a call to arms. We find ourselves in our final hour. Death and destruction loom before us. We must take up our weapons and make our final stand. Most will not live through this,” his gravelly voice echoed around the cockpit.
 
   It was something to do with the exact pitch – it shook right through me like hands around my throat. I swallowed and watched.
 
   “Most will die. Most will have to die to buy peace. But it’s a price we have to pay,” he continued, never diverting his gaze from the primary screen. “Today, right here, right now,” his voice punched out with every reverberating word, “we find ourselves atop a precipice. If we do not do all we can and give all we have, we-will-fall,” he said each word slowly, pausing for a few seconds between breaths. “We-will-fall,” he repeated. “And we cannot. There will be no galaxy for the survivors, for there will be no survivors.” His delivery was perfect. It felt like the whole ship shook with the gravitas of every word.
 
   He was doing something I couldn’t. I didn’t have the sheer dominance of will to deliver a speech like this, nor the authority.
 
   “You will be asked to work alongside traitors. The resistance. The pirates. You will work alongside them, for there is no other way. We are strong enough to put aside our ideology for this battle. We are strong enough to work alongside former enemies for a common goal. Because we understand true loyalty. It pumps in our veins, beats in our hearts, rings in our minds.”
 
   I tore my gaze off my father long enough to note Argoza’s expression. As she sat there, pressed up against the back of her seat, she stared at the Admiral with suspicion etched into her brow.
 
   Me… I stood there and marveled. This was the father I’d hated and yet admired. The man who could rally the troops and light a fire in your soul. And yet the same man who’d always treated me as nothing more than a chess piece.
 
   “We will all work as a common alliance to push back the Forgotten threat,” my father concluded, voice booming out. He wasn’t just confident – he spoke as if there could be no question of his order. He was an Admiral, after all. And yet what he was asking was tantamount to treason. “You are all intelligent, the best of the best. You understand the risks and appreciate what will happen if we do not prevail in this encounter. Total assured destruction of every entity in the Milky Way. When the risks escalate, so too must our sacrifices. And that is why I ask you to put aside every misgiving, every memory of loss, everything. Work alongside the resistance, welcome them and the pirates into our fold. Treat them as family, and fight alongside them in this, our final hour.”
 
   A burst of emotion punched through my chest, and I sucked in a sudden breath.
 
   Though I didn’t want to be moved by my father’s words, I was. The swell of loyalty, of camaraderie – it was all still there even though I’d turned my back on the Star Forces. Because he was right – it did beat in my heart.
 
   I wasn’t ready to ditch the resistance and skulk back to the Star Forces. That wasn’t the point. The point was, I still felt connected to these people. Not to the Star Forces, not to the resistance – not to any name or institution or set of beliefs – to the people beyond. For it would be those people, not the institutions they stood for – who would ultimately win this war.
 
   “You will rally every ship you can, every soldier, every gun. You have received the blueprints to modify your beyond light drives, and you will make these modifications. Then you will descend upon the Omega Sector – every ship, every soldier, every gun,” he repeated like a prayer, “and there we will measure our worth.”
 
   Abruptly, he ended. He took a step forward, cut the comm feed, turned, and faced me.
 
   Almost immediately Argoza was on her feet. “It’s over. He’s said his peace, for what it was worth,” she added harshly, “now put him back in the cell. I don’t trust him.”
 
   My father stared past me at Argoza. His expression was mostly blank. Yet there was a spark of distrust flaring deep in his gaze. “I have never sought nor wanted your trust. The trust of an Elogian is not worth my time.”
 
   She glared at him. “I know what you’re planning,” she spat back, “you will rally your troops, and once this is over—”
 
   “Stop it,” I shouted before I knew what I was doing. The words slammed from my throat before I could mollify my tone.
 
   I just couldn’t put up with this anymore. If we didn’t get our heads out of the future, we’d die in the present.
 
   My father half smiled at my outburst. “You are right son, now is not a time—”
 
   “No, the both of you are going to stay quiet. And now you’ve said your piece, you’re going to head back into your cell,” I added quietly, knowing Argoza wouldn’t be comfortable until the Admiral was locked behind a category ten force field.
 
   My father didn’t move. Instead he stared right into my eyes. “Who should go into that cell?” he challenged.
 
   I felt the color drain from my cheeks.
 
   Argoza sucked in a surprised breath. “He’s threatening us!”
 
   “Son,” he ignored her, never breaking his gaze, “act now. You know she’s a traitor. You know she’s deliberately resisted giving all her support to this cause. You know she belongs in that cell. Not me. I can help you.”
 
   “Nathan!” Argoza cried. “He’s trying to manipulate you.”
 
   My head spun. I couldn’t break eye contact though. I stared right into my father’s eyes.
 
   I’d felt like this before. Back when I’d been a naïve lieutenant commander before this adventure began, I’d never been able to win my father’s games. I would vacillate between thinking he was a monster and the worst father in the galaxy, to realizing he was the best admiral in the fleet because he knew how to make sacrifices.
 
   And that was it – the one fact about my father I could never get passed: despite the fact I hated his decisions, a part of me still admired them. They were decisive, unforgiving, effective.
 
   Me, I did nothing worthwhile. I just reacted to every new trouble, running from danger to danger, never ultimately changing anything.
 
   “Nathan, do something,” Argoza insisted as she backed towards the primary panel.
 
   I ignored her and stared at my father.
 
   “Yes, Nathan, do something. But this time, do the right thing. I have gained you the allegiance of the Star Forces. Now let me help you carry out this war. You will need me.”
 
   I twitched as if I’d been struck.
 
   I… I hated to admit he was right.
 
   Suddenly my father glanced towards Argoza. “What are you doing?”
 
   Her fingers flew across the panel.
 
   I twisted my head to stare at her too, but it was too late.
 
   A force field flicked on, separating my father and me from Argoza.
 
   “Hey, what are you doing?” I snapped. I went to shift towards the force field, even bringing a hand towards it. I didn’t reach it. As soon as my hand strayed too close, it was burnt.
 
   I yanked it back, staggering into my father.
 
   That force field was set to kill.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” I snapped again, eyes drawing wide with fear. “Computer, lock Argoza out—”
 
   “It’s too late,” she turned over her shoulder to stare at me as her fingers still danced across the controls, “I’ve locked your voice commands out.”
 
   “What? You can’t do that!”
 
   “I can.” She didn’t turn from me, her eyes wide. “And I must. You can no longer see reason.”
 
   My father didn’t move a muscle. He’d drawn up a hand and locked it onto my shoulder when I’d stumbled into him. He didn’t remove it. He didn’t speak, either. He stared at Argoza, gaze locked and calculating. “You cannot maintain a level 10 force field across half the cockpit. The field emitters in the cell are not designed to extend this far.”
 
   “Shut up,” she spat vehemently, “I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “You’re going to get us all killed,” my father interrupted, standing as close to the shield as he could.
 
   “You’re a traitor, a savage monster. You’ve murdered so many, enslaved others. You deserve to be punished.” Her lips yanked up over her teeth.
 
   “Lady Argoza,” I forced myself to calm long enough to push her name out, “let me out of here.” I spoke slowly, clearly, calmly. The same kind of tone I would use on a cadet learning the ropes for the first time.
 
   “I’m sorry, Nathan,” her voice became a whisper, “this is for your own good.”
 
   “What do you plan to do with us?” my father asked, again never shifting his hand from my shoulder.
 
   “You will face trial for what you’ve done. You will pay for your crimes,” she snapped, a righteous glare in her usually stunning eyes.
 
   My father snorted. “Where, pray tell, will I face trial, and when will I pay for my crimes? Have you forgotten the galaxy is hours from destruction?”
 
   “No. But we will prevail. And when we do, I will help usher the Milky Way into a true era of peace.”
 
   “You will die. The Forgotten will hunt you down and show no mercy,” my father rounded on her, never pausing for breath.
 
   For a split second her eyes drew wide with fear, then she reached a hand behind her and locked it back on the control panel.
 
   “Argoza, he’s right – these shields aren’t stable at this distance—” I began.
 
   “I know what I’m doing, Nathan.” She never tore her eyes off my father. “I’m ensuring we have a future.”
 
   “You’re ensuring you have a future,” my father growled, finally pulling his supportive hand off my shoulder and maneuvering between me and the shield.
 
   As he did, he made eye contact with me. It was brief, maybe only a few seconds. But in those seconds… I saw something I’d never expected to see in his eyes.
 
   Vulnerability.
 
   Yet just as I recognized it, it changed, and he moved in front of me. “You’re right, Argoza, I am a monster. Just like you.”
 
   She twitched. “Shut up.”
 
   “But there is one difference between us – I know that. I did what I needed so others could survive. And I’ll do it again.”
 
   “Dad?” the word cracked from my lips.
 
   “I’m about to die, son. Don’t let the Forgotten win. Don’t let everything I sacrificed be in vain.”
 
   “What—” I jerked towards him.
 
   I didn’t reach him.
 
   At that exact moment the shield buckled, jerking backwards a half meter as the field emitters lodged in the cell half failed.
 
   As the shield moved through my father, he was disintegrated, body burnt up in that wall of powerful energy.
 
   I was thrown back, just out of the path of the shield.
 
   It came to a stop right in front of my face. Not close enough to burn me, but close enough that its biting heat felt like fire by my face.
 
   I….
 
   I… I couldn’t….
 
   Argoza threw herself at the primary controls, face slack with fear. “Nathan, the shield emitter is failing. Get in the cell. Get in the cell! If you don’t the shield will disintegrate you!”
 
   I didn’t move. Couldn’t. My father had just been obliterated in front of my very eyes.
 
   Argoza messed with the piloting controls, and I felt a thud as the primary inertia stabilizers were shut down. We’d now feel every bump.
 
   Staring at me over one shoulder, she tapped something into the piloting station, and our ship lurched upwards.
 
   I was thrown backwards, rolling across the floor until I slammed into the cell.
 
   Just in time.
 
   The shield failed at its extended distance, and with a blink reverted to its standard position right in front of the cell.
 
   “Shield emitters at 50%. They will take ten minutes to self-heal. Until they do, the maximum capacity attainable will be a level five force field.”
 
   A level five force field would still kill me if I dared stray too close.
 
   I was trapped.
 
   My father was dead.
 
   And as I watched in horror, Argoza programmed a new flight path into the computer.
 
   We turned away from the Omega Sector, from the last stand, and from Alyssa.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   The hunger was unbearable now. It cut through me, shredding every cell until what remained was nothing more than a diffuse sense of greed.
 
   We were almost upon them. A few minutes now. Then the battle would begin.
 
   It would not last long.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   So this was it.
 
   I locked a hand on the small portal as I stared out the side of the ship. Below was the planet where this would all end.
 
   My hand was shaking. I hid it by forcing my shoulder hard against the glass, trying to hide my nerves.
 
   I couldn't afford to have them. Fear would only get us all killed.
 
   I didn't say a word as we swept in to land. The ship sailed low over the rocky barren world. I'd never seen a planet quite like it. I'd seen desolation before, sure. But there was something different about this chunk of rock. It felt… lonely.
 
   Or maybe that was just me.
 
   For about the trillionth time, I leaned back and typed something frantically into my wrist device.
 
   I was checking to see if he'd arrived yet. If there'd been any word at all about Shepherd.
 
   As the tiny electronic screen on my wrist device blinked back a negative, I clenched my teeth and sucked a sharp breath through them.
 
   Where the hell was he?
 
   He'd promised me he'd be here. And even if I academically knew I’d feel better if he wasn’t, I… I wanted to see him one last time.
 
   As soon as I thought that, I clutched a hand into a tight fist, concentrating on my implants.
 
   Despite my conversation with the Chief and the realizations I'd come to, a part of me still knew I wouldn't live through this. Or at least not as the Alyssa Nightingale I'd come to be.
 
   “Landing in 10 seconds,” the pilot said from the command seat.
 
   I didn't bother turning around. Instead I leaned even closer to the view, locking a sweaty palm against the tempered reinforced glass.
 
   The massive rocky peaks of the planet flattened out as we came in to land in a valley.
 
   A second later our landing gear engaged and our small ship landed without so much as a bump.
 
   “Just checking atmosphere integrity,” the pilot said, fingers flying over the controls, “…We’re good to go. The weather on this planet can get treacherous, but our computer models confirm it will be fine for the next several days.”
 
   This war wouldn't take several days. 20 minutes was all I needed.
 
   20 minutes. It felt like that number had been emblazoned in the back of my mind, drawn there with a knife.
 
   “You ready?” The pilot locked a hand on the back of his seat and turned to face me.
 
   I forced myself to make eye contact and nod.
 
   He twisted around in his seat, tapped something on the panel before him, and the hatch to our side opened.
 
   A rush of cold air whipped into the ship like a quick hand. It buffeted my hair over my forehead, sending it playing against the sweaty hand print I'd left on the glass behind.
 
   Forcing a breath deep and hard into my chest, I pushed myself to my feet.
 
   Though the pilot was polite enough not to turn and stare at me, I caught him gazing at me in a reflective side panel.
 
   I lingered behind him and nodded. “Good luck.” I don't know if I was saying it for his benefit or mine.
 
   Now he did turn, and he returned my low nod. “Good luck. Happy hunting.”
 
   Though it was customary in the Star Forces to use that term when you were going into battle, it was inappropriate here.
 
   Happy hunting?
 
   I was the one being hunted.
 
   Rather than say anything, I pushed myself out the open hatch, locking a still sweaty hand on the latch as I looked around at the barren world before me.
 
   Nothing but rock. Brown and grey and black. Weathered by the ages. No sign of life. Perhaps this planet had burgeoning bacterial lifeforms, but nothing sophisticated.
 
   Nothing that would be missed.
 
   I finally jumped out of the hatch, boots landing and scattering rock debris under my feet.
 
   I took several cautious steps forward.
 
   Twisting my head from side to side, I surveyed the valley.
 
   In my mind's eye I could imagine the fight already. Frantic. Unstoppable. The Forgotten would surge towards me with no reprieve. It would be nothing compared to the fight aboard the station's engineering bay. While that had been insane, this would be beyond.
 
   “Models confirm this is the best place to set up the endgame weapon and make our last stand,” the pilot said, voice filtering in from inside the ship.
 
   I managed a nod, even though he couldn't see me.
 
   Leaning down, I grasped several loose stones, shifted them around my hands, and let them tumble through my fingers until they struck my boots and scattered at my feet.
 
   I was meant to walk around and get a feel for the land. Figure out how I'd run this war.
 
   … Run this war.
 
   For the first time in my life as a telekinetic warrior I’d be using the ability Axis had originally envisioned. I would float above this battle and command it, as if the people and the machines were nothing but pieces in a game of chess.
 
   As soon as I thought that, my hand sprung into a tight fist, nails digging hard into my palm, leaving perfect half-moon cuts arranged across the skin.
 
   I kept walking forward, shifting up a large rise, disturbing innumerable stones by my feet and hearing them scatter back down to the base of the valley below.
 
   The wind howled around me, biting at my hair and skin, whipping my fringe over my face with a percussive beat.
 
   Eventually I reached the top of the rise. It gave a view of more rocky ridges, plateaus, and valleys.
 
   Without realizing what I was doing, I tipped my head up, eyes gazing at the dawn sky above.
 
   Where was he?
 
   Had he done what I’d originally suggested, and decided to ride this battle out somewhere else?
 
   That would give me an immeasurable sense of relief, but… I… wanted to see him. One last time.
 
   Before the end.
 
   I remained staring at the sky for a few more seconds until I forced myself to turn and I walked slowly back down the ridge.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   Two hours.
 
   We were two hours from the end.
 
   I was surprised my addled mind could still function sufficiently to understand the concept of hours. But it could. Only barely. The greed of the Forgotten was so great it reached into the depths of my subconscious, corrupting everything in its path.
 
   I didn't know where I began and where they ended anymore. All I felt was their want.
 
   And their right.
 
   They were the greatest civilization the galaxy had ever seen and would ever see. They understood concepts our fragile minds would never be able to comprehend.
 
   They deserved this. No other life form would ever reach the heights they did, so what was the point of allowing other life forms to exist?
 
   Ascending the throne of the Milky Way was their right.
 
   And they would take it.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   “Argoza, you can't do this. You have to let me go.” I sprang forward, pressing as close to the force field as I dared. I could feel the high yield energy crackling against my skin. Even a centimeter closer, and it would start to burn me. 10 centimeters closer, and I would impact with the majority of the force field, be thrust back, and die.
 
   I didn't care. I stood as close as I dared and I stared at her, eyes wide, cheeks pale with desperation.
 
   She wouldn't look at me. Instead she sat with her robes arranged neatly around her legs. One hand was rested on the navigational panel before her, her face tilted to the side as she watched data streaming over the view panel.
 
   “I don't care what you’ve done. But let me go. Let me go back to the battle,” I begged.
 
   “This is better for everyone, Nathan.”
 
   “Let me go back!” I roared.
 
   This got her attention. With that same hand locked on the panel before her she tilted and shifted her head towards me. Those stunning crystal blue eyes locked on mine. For several seconds she said nothing. If I was any judge, she looked sad. As if I’d disappointed her somehow.
 
   That ignited the remaining indignation in my chest, and I pressed a few centimeters closer to the shield.
 
   A mistake. A burn blossomed over my cheeks and hands, and I was thrust back.
 
   “Nathan.” She jumped to her feet and took several jerked steps towards me. “Be careful. Don't do anything stupid.”
 
   “Anything stupid?” I said through bared teeth as I cradled my hands. “What the hell do you think you're doing? You could be threatening the entire galaxy. Why? What’s this for?”
 
   Again she withdrew into silence. She watched me. Gaze locking on my hands then drifting slowly up my body until it reached my eyes. “I'm saving you,” she said in a quiet whisper.
 
   “I don't want to be saved. Let me go back to the battle,” I said through bared teeth.
 
   She shook her head softly. “Nathan, they will win that war without you. You'll be needed when it's over. For the next war.”
 
   I felt like thrusting towards the shields again, trying to push myself through even though I knew it would kill me. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “You know what I'm talking about. Do you really think you being there will make any difference? Either the resistance and the Star Forces have amassed enough fighters to push back the Forgotten, or they haven't. You,” she pointed one elegant long finger at me, “are just one man, Nathan Shepherd. You will not and cannot make the difference. It is irrelevant whether you go to that battle. Yet if you stay, you will be here for when we need you most. When the dust has settled and we must fight for our future.”
 
   I jerked to my feet again. Her eyes grew wide as I pushed close to the shields.
 
   “Don't do anything stupid. I won't let you do anything stupid.”
 
   “How do you think this will end, Argoza? That I’m suddenly gonna start thanking you for kidnapping me and keeping me away from her?”
 
   Argoza's face crumpled. She knew exactly who I was talking about.
 
   “If I get a chance to break free, and I will, I’ll leave you. You have no right to do this.”
 
   She pressed her hands together, half closed her eyes, and took a calming breath. “You can't see clearly now. That's fine. You will eventually. But the fact remains, Nathan, you won't be able to do anything back there but sacrifice your life. When the reality is we need it. We'll need men like you to fight for our future.”
 
   “Stop saying that,” I roared. “You want to fight for your future, turn the ship around and head to the last stand. We don't throw everything we can at the Forgotten, there won't be a future.”
 
   She didn't react to my passion. Instead she kept her hands firmly clasped in front of herself. “Look me in the eye, Nathan Shepherd, and tell me you honestly think you – one man – can make a difference.”
 
   There was something about the way she was staring at me. Something about her words. They stilled my heart.
 
   And I hated to admit it, I knew my expression wavered.
 
   She saw, rose, and took several steps closer to the shield until she was standing right on the other side.
 
   The shield was unidirectional. Though it would be lethal if I were to touch it, she could brush a hand against the flickering wall of energy and come away without so much as a burn.
 
   And that's exactly what she did. She reached a hand up and placed it on the force field, blue light reflecting and playing up over her bare arm, neck, and across the side of her cheek. “I'm doing this for you. You will understand eventually. The future needs you more than the present.”
 
   I shook my head and took a jerked step back.
 
   There’d be no getting through to her, would there?
 
   She was mad.
 
   Maybe she knew what I was thinking, because she shook her head softly. “You need people like me at times like this.”
 
   “What?” I hissed through my teeth.
 
   “People who think of what will happen next. Because people like you incorrectly believe that victories at any cost are worth it. If we come out of the Forgotten war alive only for the Star Forces to take control, it will not be worth it. We are being provided with a unique opportunity. And unless we take it, there is no point in riding this war out to see the future. Because it won't be a future worth living.”
 
   “How dare you say that. I don't care if you believe it, you don't get to say it for everybody. There are countless lifeforms in this galaxy, and you,” I took another sharp step up to the force field, jutting my chin close, letting my eyes draw wide, “Lady Argoza, do not speak for everyone.”
 
   I watched her expression twitch.
 
   It was the first time I'd gotten through to her.
 
   “You are a representative on the Senate, you're a member of the Elogian Factions, but you do not get to speak for every lifeform in this galaxy,” I repeated, spitting through every word, drawing a harsh breath through my teeth.
 
   Her expression twitched again. She even teetered back on her feet.
 
   But her indecision didn't last. She brought up another hand and pressed it against the force field then leaned in until her face was practically pushed against it. “At times like this, I do speak for the galaxy. For I am in a position of power. A position to help or hinder. And I choose to help.”
 
   “You're following your own goddamn ideology. You only want peace if it matches your desires. Guess what, Argoza,” I clenched my teeth together, “everybody else out there wants peace at any cost. They don't care if the Star Forces or the resistance are in control if the Forgotten are defeated, they only care if they live. Everything else can be decided later.”
 
   “You are naive, Nathan. The galaxy will be in a state of disarray once the Forgotten are defeated. Whoever claims control over the Milky Way will be in control forever.”
 
   “Forever?” I choked on the word. “You’re out of your mind. If anything, this will lead to civil war.”
 
   “It will only lead to a civil war if we cannot deal a decisive blow to the Star Forces.”
 
   I shook my head once more. Then again. Then again. “Just let me go,” I defaulted to saying. “There's no way I’m going to help you with this ridiculous war.”
 
   She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “You will. Eventually. When you calm down enough to see that I’m right.”
 
   “Calm down enough?”
 
   “You’re emotional from the loss of your father,” she pointed out coldly.
 
   It was like a stab to the heart. “Don't you dare talk about him.”
 
   She considered me. Then the cold expression that had washed over her face changed, and that by now familiar compassion washed back in.
 
   She was a woman of many faces. If I'd appreciated that fact before today, I would never have trusted her.
 
   Again she pressed as close to the shield as she could, her soft skin brushing against that wall of bright blue energy.
 
   In a way it was tempting to reach out a hand and try to touch her.
 
   In every other way, it wasn't.
 
   I had to get back to Alyssa. That thought rang and rang in my mind, getting louder and louder as if it would soon split through my eardrums and tear my brain in two.
 
   “Don't worry, Nathan, it will all work out in the end. In a year from now, we won't look back. We’ll have brought peace to the galaxy. We'll be heroes.”
 
   I took a step back. And for the first time in my life, I looked at her.
 
   Though I hated to agree with my father, he often pointed out that I was too trusting. I jumped into situations and went with my gut instinct. Sometimes that worked. It was the only reason I was with Alyssa, after all.
 
   Sometimes it didn't work.
 
   I couldn't help but think that my father would never have been drawn in by Lady Argoza.
 
   … My father.
 
   The looming monster who had once defined my entire personality.
 
   Now he was dead.
 
   I hadn't had time to process that fact.
 
   But right now it sank in. I didn't… want to feel sad for him. He didn't deserve compassion. But… but….
 
   She leaned back suddenly, head tilting to the side as she stared at me. “Don't think about it, Nathan. I'll keep you safe until the battle is over. Then you will see sense.”
 
   … She was never going to see reason, was she?
 
   As I looked at her, I watched her reactions, saw deeper to the character that lay beyond, and I realized there was no way I was gonna talk my way out of this situation.
 
   So I took one step back, then another, and I sat.
 
   I arranged my burnt hand on my lap, leaned back until my shoulders rested against the wall, and I closed my mouth.
 
   She pressed close to the shields again. “Nathan?”
 
   I settled my gaze on the floor.
 
   “Nathan?”
 
   I wouldn't answer her.
 
   She watched me for several seconds, then let out another terse disappointed breath. “I had hoped you'd see reason quicker than this. But I understand this journey will be a long and arduous one. Never fear, though. Together we will make it. Together we will craft a peace unlike any other.” With that, she took several steps back, her bare feet padding on the floor. She turned. Skirts flaring around her legs, she walked back to the command seat.
 
   I watched and waited.
 
   I would break free. Not just for myself, not just for my father, not just for Alyssa, but for everyone.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I could hear them now. Their song had been growing louder and louder in my mind since the Forgotten had begun their plunge towards me.
 
   But now… it was so loud it almost drowned out every other sound.
 
   They couldn't reach in and control me though. God, I felt their desperation to try, but I was holding them back.
 
   As much as I hated to admit it, the tips Axis had given me were working.
 
   I could be aware of the Forgotten without allowing them to take control of me.
 
   Technically I'd even be able to use this ability to locate them. If I could just block out the cacophony of their song, I'd be able to use it to find out where they were. And then….
 
   I brought my hands up and stared at them. The choppy cold wind of the barren planet still span around me, slicing at my clothes and sending my hair fanning across my shoulder.
 
   For about the 20th time I tipped my head up and stared at the sky. When I didn't see any cruisers powering towards the planet, I let out a sigh, tugged up my hand, and checked my wristwatch once more.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Shepherd wasn't back.
 
   No word of him.
 
   We hadn't even heard word whether the pirate factions and Star Forces were going to join us.
 
   We were in a perilous situation. Without those extra ships….
 
   I shook my head.
 
   There was no point in going over those morbid conclusions over and over again.
 
   Instead I clenched my teeth, turned hard on my boot, and paced that valley once more.
 
   The end game device would not be able to be armed until the Forgotten were in range. Then it would require 20 minutes before it could be deployed. The fleet would hold them off for as long as they could, picking up as many ships as possible so I had a fighting chance.
 
   I needed to know every dip in this valley, every rock, every minute detail of the lay of the land.
 
   I knelt down on one knee and brushed a hand over a boulder, fingers picking up the tiny imperfections in the rough rock.
 
   Suddenly my comm PIP beeped.
 
   Jolting, not expecting the surprise, I cleared my throat. “Nightingale here.”
 
   “The Forgotten have entered the system. They will reach the armada in 20 minutes.”
 
   I sucked in a breath and trapped it in my chest.
 
   I lurched to my feet and jerked my head up to stare at the sky.
 
   No matter how far I narrowed my eyes I couldn't see a sign of that deadly wave.
 
   But I could feel it.
 
   The songs swelled in my mind as the end drew near.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I watched her.
 
   She was a relatively competent pilot, but she wasn't a tactician.
 
   From my position I could see the flight data displayed on the view screen.
 
   It was clear her plan was to chart a path through this system and into one of the nebulous gas clouds beyond. I imagine she thought there we’d be safe. That particular gas cloud was treacherous to travel through, and you had to be a damn good pilot to avoid all the plasma eddies and gravitational disruptions.
 
   I imagine she thought the Forgotten wouldn’t follow us inside.
 
   She'd be wrong.
 
   I could have voiced my concerns. I didn't.
 
   Instead I watched.
 
   Occasionally she tried to engage me in conversation.
 
   I would always stare at the floor.
 
   I was still burnt, but she’d sent a medical bot into my cell to heal me.
 
   Clearly she wasn't stupid enough to try herself.
 
   I'd never picked her as being this insane. Passionate, yes, desperate to do the right thing, maybe. But this was mad.
 
   Couldn't she see I wasn't going to change my mind? Couldn’t she see it was pure fancy to expect me to thank her for so-called saving my life?
 
   As I watched her, I gritted my teeth and tried not to think of Alyssa.
 
   If I was any judge, the battle would be at her doorstep.
 
   If I stopped Argoza, turned this ship around, set it to maximum beyond light speed, and shot back to Alyssa, it would still take at least 50 minutes to get to her.
 
   By that time, it could all be over.
 
   I clenched my hands into fists.
 
   I'd made her a promise. I’d stared into her eyes and told her I would be back to stand by her side.
 
   Maybe Argoza was right, and I was just one man, and it was idiocy to think I alone could make a difference, but that didn't matter.
 
   Maybe I couldn’t make a difference to the Forgotten or the fleet. But maybe I could make a difference to Alyssa. I could stand by her side when she needed it most.
 
   “We'll be safe in here.” Argoza turned on her seat to nod at me, her purple robes slipping around her throat and arms. “The Forgotten will not follow us into this gas cloud. And don't worry. I am a competent pilot. My people value piloting skills above all others. I will be able to chart a steady path to the future.”
 
   She kept repeating that, and every time she did, it made me more and more nauseous.
 
   I sliced my gaze off her and back onto the view screen.
 
   We were nearing the gas cloud. In a minute or two, we would punch through into the disrupted space beyond.
 
   Rather than twist around and concentrate on piloting the ship, she took the time to smile at me again.
 
   As such, she didn't see when three contacts burst out of the gas cloud.
 
   Suddenly, a high-pitched warning alarm echoed through the ship.
 
   Argoza jerked around in her seat, eyes growing wide as she locked them on the view screen.
 
   “Three contacts. Scanning database for matches. They are Forgotten jumpers,” the tactical computer said in its emotionless voice.
 
   “What?” Fear punched through Argoza's tone as she threw herself forward and flattened her hands onto the tactical console.
 
   “Three Forgotten jumpers are making contact. They will reach our vessel in 50 seconds.”
 
   “No. That's not possible,” Argoza protested.
 
   “Let me out of here,” I roared. “You're gonna need me on tactical. There's no way you can outrun those jumpers.”
 
   She twisted her head around, eyes wide, body locked with tension.
 
   “Let me out, Argoza!” I jumped to my feet and pressed as close to the force field as I could.
 
   “30 seconds until contact,” the tactical computer interrupted.
 
   “Argoza!” I screamed.
 
   She looked immobilized by fear.
 
   “20 seconds until contact.”
 
   “Argoza!”
 
   She jerked around, ignoring me, pressing as close to the console as she could, hands flying over it.
 
   She was trying to outrun them.
 
   Idiot.
 
   I brought my hands too close to the force field as a nauseous wave of anger and fright punched through me. Again a brutal crackle of energy snapped across the bare skin on my hands, burning them further.
 
   I yanked back. “Argoza, let me out. There's no way you can outrun them.”
 
   “Contact,” the tactical computer said.
 
   Our ship lurched to the side.
 
   Argoza was thrown from her seat, hit the floor, and slid across it until she struck the far wall.
 
   “Tell the autopilot to start evasive maneuvers. Do it now!” I screamed as I stared at her prone body.
 
   She wasn't dead. She picked herself up.
 
   There was another lurch as our vessel was thrown to the side.
 
   I almost impacted the force field. I dug my foot hard into the floor and lurched backwards, changing my momentum and throwing myself at my seat. There I locked an arm around the metal base, twisted my head, and stared at her. “Let me out. We can't outrun them. We can't outrun them.”
 
   She picked herself up, her whole body convulsing in fear.
 
   Again our ship lurched to the side as we received another volley.
 
   “Let me out!” I bellowed. “Before it's too late.”
 
   Before it's too late.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I stood there.
 
   I felt it.
 
   I closed my eyes.
 
   The song burst into a cacophony.
 
   I jerked my eyes open.
 
   My comm PIP blared.
 
   “Our forces have engaged the Forgotten.”
 
   A chill feeling raced across my skin, prickling over my cheeks and down the back of my neck, making every fine hair stand on end.
 
   There was a sudden violent burst of wind that clambered over the rise and sailed into the valley. It slammed into me, buffeting my clothes and hair.
 
   I brought an arm up to protect my face, then brought one foot forward, then the other, then planted them firmly in the ground.
 
   I activated my implants.
 
   I took another determined step forward.
 
   I took a breath. I sucked it deep into my chest, pressed my lips together, and trapped it.
 
   I felt the pressure push against my lungs, felt the heady sensation shove into my temples.
 
   Once more. Once more I tipped my head back and stared at the sky.
 
   I waited for him to arrive.
 
   Shepherd.
 
   Without him, I wouldn't be here.
 
   In many ways, this was his final battle and this would be his victory. Without him, we wouldn't have the Miracle or the endgame device. And I wouldn't have the confidence to do this.
 
   I brought my wrist device up and commanded it to play a continuous feed of the battle.
 
   According to our best computer models our armada in space would be able to hold off the Forgotten fleet for 20 minutes. Maybe more. It would depend if more forces came to our aid.
 
   We still hadn't received word from Shepherd.
 
   Which meant we only had three vessels up there. And though they were some of the strongest in the Star Forces fleet… it wouldn't be enough.
 
   As I kept my head tilted to the sky, the wind still pulling and tugging at my clothes and hair, I sent out a silent prayer.
 
   “Wherever you are, come back to me.”
 
   I tugged my head down and I waited.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Autopilot had engaged automatically, and just like the sophisticated boost drive in this vessel, it was extremely sophisticated.
 
   It managed to keep us just out of reach of those three Forgotten jumpers. But it wouldn't work forever. As soon as they got close enough to pierce our hull, it would all be over.
 
   Our ship was too small. Though we had reinforced force fields that could protect us from any minor hull breaches, a massive jumper piercing the ship would be too much.
 
   We’d depressurize and break apart.
 
   “You have to let me out of this cell. You have to let me out of the cell.” I was down on one hand and one knee, my other hand locked onto the edge of my seat so I wasn’t thrown against the force field every time our ship lurched to the side.
 
   Argoza was on the ground just before me.
 
   She was… terrified. I’d never seen anything like it. That stunning visage was cracked by fear. She looked like someone else entirely. Or maybe this was who she truly was when she took off her mask.
 
   “Argoza,” I deliberately dropped my voice low, keeping it as calm as I dared, “you must let me out.”
 
   “No. You'll leave.”
 
   “Argoza,” my voice arced up, “we’ll die if you don't let me out. Let me out.”
 
   “No. Nathan. I… it's not meant to end like this. The Forgotten shouldn't have been in that cloud. I….”
 
   “Let me out. I can save us both. Just let me out.”
 
   I leaned closer to the shield, locking my hand tighter around the edge of my seat. “Please, please let me out.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   Our ship lurched to the side again, and she was thrown against the shields. If they weren't unidirectional, she would have died.
 
   “Argoza. Just… I'm sorry. Sorry it didn't work out. But none of that matters now. The only thing that matters is if we survive.”
 
   “Nathan….”
 
   “Just live another day. Just live another day.”
 
   I didn't know what to say. Didn’t know what to do to make her let me out.
 
   As I repeated “just live another day” and I stared at her, something happened.
 
   In her broken mind something finally fit together. She pushed up.
 
   With an expression of immeasurable sorrow washing down her features, she turned. Her leg must be broken, because she couldn't stand. Instead she pulled herself across the floor, grasping the flight seat and yanking her body onto it. Her fingers darted over the tactical controls.
 
   A second later, my shield blinked out.
 
   She swiveled, eyes larger than I'd ever seen, and she stared at me.
 
   I darted past her and threw myself into the navigational seat.
 
   Our ship was doing an incredible job of keeping us out of the jumpers’ path, but we had to fight back.
 
   She still watched me. One hand locked on the armrest of her seat, her left leg held at an awkward angle.
 
   “Just live another day,” I found myself repeating, either for her benefit, for mine, or for Alyssa’s.
 
   Though our ship did have weapons, they were relatively rudimentary compared to what the Forgotten ships packed.
 
   The only reason we hadn't been obliterated yet was because our evasive system was top-of-the-line.
 
   We had to find some advantage. Now.
 
   Those three jumper ships were pushing in on us from all sides.
 
   I jerked my gaze up and locked it on the screen. The autopilot had maneuvered us away from the gas cloud, considering how treacherous space was within it.
 
   In a burst of inspiration, I overrode the autopilot, and directed us back towards the cloud.
 
   “What are you doing?” Argoza said through a rasp.
 
   “Maybe you're right. Maybe the Forgotten won't follow us inside that cloud.”
 
   “They came from that cloud.”
 
   “Yes. But my bet is they want to destroy us quickly and get back to the real fight.”
 
   “… What do you mean?”
 
   “The Forgotten are amassing on the Omega Sector. Every ship.”
 
   “Why were their ships waiting for us then?”
 
   “Maybe they got stuck in that cloud, or maybe they've been shadowing us. Or maybe they intercepted our communication to the Star Forces and tracked us down before we can do any more damage. The point is, if we run in the opposite direction of the Omega Sector, I don’t think they’ll follow.”
 
   “… You're going to leave her?” Argoza asked, voice barely above a whisper.
 
   I didn't turn to her. “No,” I said coldly. “I won’t leave the fight. I’ll just shake them off our tail.”
 
   Argoza said nothing. Instead she leaned forward and rested her hand on the piloting console.
 
   “What are you doing?” I snapped.
 
   “Helping you,” she said quietly.
 
   She’d kidnapped me, killed my father, and had been content on sitting through this war like a coward. But there was something about her defeated body language that told me she wasn’t lying this time.
 
   I'd also need another pilot on this if I wanted our already dilapidated ship to survive the extreme gravitational eddies within that gas cloud.
 
   “The three Forgotten ships are still on our tail,” she said.
 
   I darted my gaze up to the view screen and saw the telemetry of them pinning us in from behind.
 
   “Come on, you bastard, this better work,” I said under my breath.
 
   Our ship shot towards the gas cloud. It loomed on the view screen. Larger and larger. That constellation of glowing tendrils of gas stark and beautiful. On any other day I would have sat back in my seat and enjoyed the view. Now I crunched forward, muscles bent, crooked with tension, hands flying across the console.
 
   “30 seconds until we reach the gas cloud,” Argoza said.
 
   I clenched my teeth together, locking my jaw so hard I could have ground the bone to dust.
 
   “Come on, come on,” I muttered under my breath.
 
   “The Forgotten ships are closing in from behind,” her voice shot up high.
 
   “Come on,” I roared.
 
   We reached the gas cloud. We plunged into it. Immediately the view on the primary screen changed. It was as if we'd flown into the fibers of a blanket. Tendrils of gas in every color meandered around our vessel, amongst them sparks of light like stars trapped in a mesh.
 
   “The Forgotten are right on our tail,” her voice shot high.
 
   “This has to work!” I pleaded.
 
   I didn't have any other way to fight them.
 
   My whole body tensed as I waited for them to attack. In this gas cloud the evasive capabilities of our ship would be reduced to half. That would mean we'd be sitting ducks. One shot, maybe two, maybe three, and our vessel would explode.
 
   My heart vibrated in my chest. It felt as if it would shake free of my skin and bone and jitter across the floor.
 
   I waited. I waited.
 
   “… They're not following. They’ve peeled off!” Argoza lurched forward in her seat, eyes opening wide and locking on the screen.
 
   … She was right. God, she was right.
 
   “All contacts are disengaging,” the tactical computer said in an even tone.
 
   I shoved back in my seat, shook my head, and let out a whoop of victory.
 
   “You were right.” Argoza laughed.
 
   Yes I was, but we weren't out of the woods yet.
 
   I forced myself to snap back and hunch over the controls. “Our ship's still pretty damaged. We have to get out of this gas cloud as soon as we can.”
 
   “But they'll be waiting.”
 
   “We'll have to plan it carefully.” As I spoke, my fingers darted over the console. I brought up a map of the gas cloud, not of course, that you could map gas clouds. They moved continuously. It was like trying to chart a drop of water in an ocean. But I still had enough sensor data to predict the smoothest path through the cloud. “Here we go.” I stabbed a finger at the screen. “If we exit just there and immediately go to maximum beyond light speed, I think we’ll be able to get away from them.”
 
   “Think?”
 
   “I'm gonna try it.”
 
   She dwindled into silence.
 
   If I was smart, I'd put her in the cell.
 
   She'd already proven she wasn't trustworthy.
 
   … I didn't.
 
   I don't know why. Maybe I was giving her the same second chance life had given me.
 
   If I hadn't met the resistance, hadn't met Alyssa, I'd be dead by now. Dead and a goddamn fool who'd bought every lie the Star Forces had fed him.
 
   Wasn't Argoza just the same? A product of her situation? Maybe she just needed the same second chance I'd been given.
 
   Or maybe not.
 
   Maybe she’d turn against me again. But I’d be ready.
 
   I was keenly aware of her eyes on the back of my neck as I got up and shifted around the ship. Checking systems, doing whatever repairs I could until we burst out at the gas cloud.
 
   “What are you going to do with me?” she asked in a quiet tone.
 
   I got down on my knee, opened a panel, and rummaged inside, pulling up broken gel packs and replacing them with new ones I'd found in the maintenance locker. “I'm not going to do anything to you. But I am going back.” I flattened a hand on the side of the service duct, turned, and stared right at her.
 
   She dropped her gaze. Rather than say anything, she turned on her seat.
 
   The computer beeped. “Approaching allotted coordinates.”
 
   “Computer, run a diagnostic on system integrity. Can we head to maximum beyond light speed?”
 
   The computer paused. “Yes. We will not be able to sustain it for more than two hours.”
 
   “That's plenty.” I threw the broken gel packs into the now open cell. They smashed against the seat and oozed down the metal, pooling underneath it.
 
   I sat back roughly in my seat. I locked my eyes on the view screen.
 
   This was it.
 
   I was going to return to her. And if it was too late…?
 
   If it was too late, I’d do what Argoza and my father had insisted. I'd build a future. Not the one they wanted. One where we could all be free.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   It was murder standing there in that valley alone, the endgame weapon silent behind me as it sat on standby. It was murder, because I could hear the battle but I still couldn't see it. I could hear the terrified screams echoing over my comm PIP and I could hear the greed of the Forgotten echoing in my mind.
 
   I was barely aware of my body in space. I stood, hands curled into fists at my side, feet planted firmly into the crushed rock below me.
 
   I'd activated my implants. They glowed around my elbows, giving my whole body an ethereal glow as that ordered pattern and yellow gold light moved around me.
 
   This would be the final time. Live or die, I wouldn't have my implants beyond today.
 
   So I brought them up. I turned my arms over, and I stared at my elbows in turn.
 
   I had joined the Star Forces to help. And here today I would fulfil that destiny.
 
   With or without him.
 
   …
 
   The Miracle
 
   The battle began.
 
   The Forgotten fleet came swooping out of subspace, blinking into existence in a wall of death.
 
   Every crewmember on the Miracle bridge tensed as fear ripped through them.
 
   They all knew the odds. No one would be walking out of here alive.
 
   This would be the end. They just had to hold on long enough to buy a new beginning for those who’d out live them.
 
   Captain H’agovan sprang to her feet, eyes narrowing on the Forgotten fleet.
 
   She didn’t need to give the order to attack. Her crew, made up of resistance members and Star Forces officers who’d pledged their loyalty, acted as one.
 
   She let her gaze dart across the view on the primary screen. There were hundreds of jumpers out there.
 
   Hundreds.
 
   Behind them was a wall of Forgotten heavy cruisers, and ensconced between was the largest ship she’d ever seen. A testament to death wrapped up in silver black metal. The Death Giver.
 
   H’agovan controlled her emotions. She didn’t let the fear washing across her bridge affect her. While every member of her crew stood in terrified awe at the sight that met them, she narrowed her eyes.
 
   She’d faced impossible odds before. None like this. But that would not matter.
 
   She took a controlled forceful step forward. “Begin the attack.”
 
   A wave of Forgotten jumpers sailed towards the Ra’xon.
 
   The Miracle’s shields already enveloped both ships and the station behind.
 
   “Increase power to forward shields,” she snapped. “Chief,” she stabbed a hand to her comm PIP, “release the targeting drones.”
 
   “Already onto it,” came the Chief’s breathless, hurried voice.
 
   One of the side holographic screens that floated around the main screen zoomed up to H’agovan , showing her a live feed of the station releasing the drones.
 
   There were thousands of them. Enough to pacify the pirates and the resistance.
 
   But here, today, they would save the galaxy.
 
   The outer station was a treasure trove of technology, and it would give them the edge. But that edge would not and could not last against the might of the Forgotten Fleet.
 
   H’agovan knew they needed back up. Backup that had not come.
 
   For the umpteenth time she checked the continuous communication feed she’d tapped into with her wrist device.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Not a word from Shepherd. Either he was dead and had failed in his mission, or he was late, which would amount to the same thing.
 
   The Forgotten had increased their communication dampening field, so there was every chance Shepherd had sent a message and they simply couldn’t receive it.
 
   It was a testament to how much of a threat the Forgotten were that they’d been able to adapt so quickly to the new communication method the Chief had created.
 
   The galaxy had never and would never again see a threat like the Forgotten.
 
   “Relay information from the tactical drones right to my personal device,” H’agovan ordered as she jerked her arm up.
 
   She checked once more for a sign Shepherd was on his way with the cavalry.
 
   Nothing.
 
   With a cold hard breath she realized she’d have to fight this on her own.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   So close. So close. We could sense the technology down on that planet. We weren't afraid. We only felt greed. Righteous greed.
 
   I knew she was down there too.
 
   Alyssa.
 
   They were desperate to get their hands on her. It was like they viewed her as one of their own, a part of their twisted mind.
 
   Once they had her and obliterated all resistance, the galaxy would be theirs.
 
   … A part of me, a part of me was left. A part of me could feel fear. And that fear poured through my heart. It punched in and vibrated through my chest.
 
   It couldn't end like this. We didn't deserve an end like this. Even though the Star Forces had been brutal, even though the galaxy had only had a semblance of peace, we deserved another chance, didn't we?
 
   We all deserved another chance.
 
   …
 
   The Miracle
 
   The battle had heated up quickly.
 
   It was fraught.
 
   Different to every other skirmish they had ever fought.
 
   Their last stand.
 
   The bridge of the Miracle was already in disarray.
 
   The floor was cracked, broken gel packs oozing their contents everywhere. Cabling and insulation had tumbled from breaks in the ceiling, panels swinging back on their hinges.
 
   As Captain H’agovan strode past, she grabbed one such panel, wrenched it out of the way, and threw it at the wall.
 
   There was a gouge in her head, blood trickling down her brow, and her collar was singed from where a console had exploded in front of her.
 
   “Update on that Forgotten heavy cruiser?” she snapped as she strode over to the tactical officer.
 
   He, like the rest of her crew, were barely holding together. His arms were burnt from where a computer node had exploded in the floor. His hands shook, and yet they still flew over the console, his eyes wide as he stared at the primary view screen. “Its hull integrity is at 75%.”
 
   “And our hull integrity?
 
   “… 21%.”
 
   “Report on the other ships.”
 
   “The Ra'xon has multiple hull breaches, and the outer station has lost five sections.”
 
   “And we haven't even managed to take down one of their heavy cruisers yet,” H’agovan said.
 
   “… Captain?”
 
   H’agovan took another determined step forward, facing her view screen, angling her head down until she watched from under her crumpled brow. “Give it everything we've got. If we have to ram this ship right down the Death Giver’s throat. We’ll do just that.”
 
   Nobody questioned.
 
   They all knew what it would take.
 
   …
 
   The Outer Supply Station
 
   The Chief threw herself forward, bodily blocking an explosion before it could take out two of her ensigns. Though it burnt across her chest and took out a chunk of two of her arms, she grit her teeth, span on her foot, and threw herself forward.
 
   “How many sections remain?”
 
   “14. But the hull integrity of section 12 is down to 5%.”
 
   “Eject it.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “No, wait. Has that section got independent booster drives?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Then we'll ram it down their throat.”
 
   The Chief threw herself at the closest console, anchoring her body with one arm as her legs threatened to give way. As blood and sweat poured down her face, stinging her eyes, she crunched her teeth together.
 
   “This better bloody work.” She jolted backwards, jerking her head up to stare at one of the many independent holographic view screens that floated around the room. Or at least one of the ones that wasn't a broken sparking mess in the corner.
 
   She watched as the station's external camera showed section 12 disengage from the rest of the station. Then in a burst of light, it disappeared.
 
   Seconds later, it slammed right into the Forgotten heavy cruiser pounding the Miracle.
 
   “Direct hit,” one of the Ensign's called.
 
   “About bloody time.”
 
   “Their hull integrity is down to… 40%.”
 
   40%. 40 goddamn percent. She'd sacrificed a section of her ship and thrown it at that goddamn cruiser at maximum beyond light speed, and she'd barely dented the damn thing.
 
   She grit another hand onto the console before her for support, her legs wobbling to the side.
 
   … She was an engineer. She knew the odds. They were going to lose.
 
   Unless help arrived soon.
 
   No, now.
 
   “The Death Giver is headed for the Miracle!”
 
   The Chief jerked her head up, face paling, heart stopping in her chest. She stared at the view screen.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I stood there. Eyes closed. Wind buffeting my clothes and hair.
 
   I ticked my head to the side as their song roared in my mind.
 
   As I opened my eyes, I knew they glowed with power.
 
   My implants were on in full.
 
   Now I could see it. As I tipped my head back and stared at the sky, I could see the battle being waged above. Explosions, debris catching the sunlight.
 
   A while ago my comm PIP had blanked out. Either the Miracle had been destroyed or their short-range communication system had been obliterated.
 
   … I couldn't face the fact that all my friends would be dead.
 
   And I wouldn't forgive the Forgotten if they were.
 
   I took a step back, tilted my head higher, and stared at the sky once more. “End this now. Come and get me.”
 
   I saw a flash in the sky. Then another.
 
   My heart sank.
 
   And I waited. I waited for those last few minutes before the Forgotten came upon me.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   20 minutes.
 
   We were now 20 minutes away.
 
   My heart was nothing but a cold lump in my chest.
 
   I'd been too slow. We'd been too slow.
 
   The Star Forces reinforcements and the pirates wouldn’t arrive in time.
 
   It was… it was over.
 
   But I didn't give up. Couldn't. Even if it was suicide taking this tiny ship into the Omega Sector, I would still do it.
 
   I'd throw it at the Death Giver, sacrifice my life, do whatever I could.
 
   We were both silent.
 
   There was nothing more to say.
 
   All we could do was pray.
 
   That we still had time.
 
   Suddenly the tactical computer beeped. I threw myself forward, practically flattening my face against the console screen.
 
   “Contacts detected.”
 
   “What the hell? Are they Forgotten?” My words couldn’t come out fast enough.
 
   “No. Comparisons to on-board scans confirm they are pirate vessels.”
 
   “The pirates?” My voice shot up. “Wait, how many of them are there?”
 
   “A fleet of at least 400 ships of varying classes and sizes.”
 
   I froze. Then in one determined heartbeat, I moved. I flattened a hand on the console as a breath punched through my chest. “Where are they heading? Away from the Omega Sector or towards it?”
 
   “Navigational predictions confirm they are heading towards the Omega Sector.”
 
   A smile burst across my lips as a flicker of relief ignited in my heart.
 
   “But the pirates only promised 200 ships. 400… that's everything they’ve got,” Argoza said, voice shaking.
 
   “Yes it is.”
 
   Before I could give a whoop of joy, the tactical computer beeped again.
 
   Again I pressed myself forward, fearing the worst.
 
   “More contacts detected.”
 
   “Who are they?” I snapped.
 
   “Star Forces ships.”
 
   “What? How many? And where are they headed?”
 
   “There is an armada of approximately 200 vessels.”
 
   “200 vessels!”
 
   “They constitute the remnants of Fleet 15, Fleet 19, the Intelligence Corps—”
 
   “I don’t need to know every detail. But where are they headed? Where are they headed?”
 
   “Towards the Omega Sector.”
 
   I pushed back in my seat, locked my hands tight over the armrest, and stared.
 
   600 ships.
 
   “How long until they arrive in the Omega Sector?”
 
   “The majority of both fleets will arrive within 20 minutes. They appear to be using modifications to their beyond light drives.”
 
   “The modifications Axis sent through. Christ, it’s working.” I locked my hands tighter and tighter around those armrests until my fingers could have dropped off from loss of blood flow.
 
   “Shepherd, this is incredible,” Argoza said softly.
 
   Yes it was.
 
   But would it be enough?
 
   We had to wait to find out.
 
   …
 
   The Miracle
 
   The tactical station exploded in a sea of sparks. Captain H’agovan threw herself forward, trying to reach the tactical officer in time.
 
   It was too late.
 
   He jerked backwards as a cascade of sparks shot up his body.
 
   He was dead before he hit the ground.
 
   The fire suppression systems on the bridge no longer worked, and the Captain lurched towards a suppression kit, grabbed it up, and threw it at the burning console. As soon as the tiny metal orb hit the fire, it exploded, and charged gas covered the flames.
 
   Seconds later, it was extinguished.
 
   “Hull integrity down to 10%. If we receive another blow to our primary port side support…” one of the lieutenants trailed off.
 
   For a second, for just a second, the Captain let her eyes shift out of focus as she stared at her dead tactical officer.
 
   The second did not last. She turned on her foot and faced the view screen. A rush of energy tightened the skin along her brow, raced down her back, and sank into the pit of her stomach. “I want maximum power to thrusters.”
 
   “Captain?” The pilot twisted around in her seat, face white with fear.
 
   H’agovan stood, blood trickling down her brow but never clouding her vision.
 
   Nothing ever clouded her vision.
 
   She knew what she had to do next.
 
   “Prepare to ram the Death Giver,” she said.
 
   No one questioned her.
 
   In fact, she could hear each member of her crew take a breath. They weren't tensed. Just relieved.
 
   They’d done their part.
 
   It was time to face their end.
 
   “Thrusters at maximum,” the pilot said.
 
   Captain H’agovan settled her gaze on the Death Giver.
 
   There was no chance they could destroy it. But they could damage it.
 
   They could give everyone else a chance.
 
   “It has been a true honor serving with you all.” She nodded her head low and stared at her crew in turn.
 
   No one said a word.
 
   The Miracle sliced towards the Death Giver.
 
   And impacted with the side of its hull.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   There was a massive explosion in the sky.
 
   My breath stuck in my throat.
 
   The Forgotten’s song changed. It roared high like an angry crowd shrieking at an invader.
 
   I had to bring a hand up and clap it over my ears. It didn’t help. It couldn’t help. There was nothing I could do to block out the high-pitched shriek in my mind.
 
   ….
 
   No. I could. I took a deep breath and did exactly what Axis had showed me.
 
   I blocked them out. And second by second their strident song grew quieter and quieter.
 
   Eyes widening, I realized something had just happened to the Forgotten.
 
   A blow. Not big enough to destroy them, but hard enough to send outrage spinning through their hive mind.
 
   Could the fleet have arrived?
 
   Could… could Shepherd be here?
 
   I stared up, neck straining, eyes drawing wider and wider.
 
   …
 
   The Outer Supply Station
 
   No one said a word.
 
   The Chief stared at the view screen. She knew she had to whip her crew into action, take advantage of the brief window of opportunity the Miracle’s suicide attack had opened.
 
   For a few seconds she did nothing.
 
   She’d served under H’agovan for years.
 
   So, locking one sweaty hand on her mouth and closing her eyes, she said a silent prayer for her friend.
 
   She snapped her eyes open, pushing back the monumental tide of grief. “Report on the Ra’xon. Hull integrity?”
 
   “40% and falling,” an ensign stuttered, the poor guy incapable of keeping the crippling shock from his voice.
 
   They’d all just lost their Captain.
 
   “We need to find a way to contact Nightingale down on the planet.” The Chief tipped her head back and breathed. “And we need to prepare to take out as many Forgotten heavy cruisers as we can.”
 
   Silence met her words.
 
   She didn’t want it to come down to this, but right now, there was no other way.
 
   The Chief opened her mouth, intending to give the order to ram the Death Giver.
 
   She didn’t get the opportunity.
 
   A warning alarm blared through the bridge.
 
   Tactical sensors.
 
   “What the—” she began.
 
   She stopped.
 
   Her eyes drew wide, rimmed by the sweat and blood slicking her brow.
 
   One after another, ships blinked into existence.
 
   Pirate ships.
 
   It was like watching a fire spark through dry scrub. Blink after blink, another ship arrived, immediately letting loose with volleys against the amassing Forgotten fighters.
 
   “It’s the pirates!” a lieutenant shouted.
 
   The Chief’s mouth slowly opened.
 
   More ships kept arriving, decelerating from beyond light speed in a halo of light, maneuvering between the broken bodies of jumpers and the remains of the Miracle.
 
   A heavy cruiser that had been bearing down on the outer station was suddenly pinned on all sides as thirty pirate vessels snaked towards it like a whip.
 
   “Christ, that’s not all!” the same lieutenant screamed. “More ships are coming in. They’re… they’re Star Forces.”
 
   The Chief took an involuntary sharp breath.
 
   Her cheeks slackened as her brow and hands and arms zinged with nerves.
 
   She watched as Star Forces attack ships, reckon vessels, and heavy cruisers jumped into the battle.
 
   Their tactics were different to the pirates, and they immediately took up a defensive line before the Ra’xon and the Outer Supply Station.
 
   Astonishment spread through the bridge.
 
   Astonishment and hope.
 
   With another involuntary breath that sent energy tingling through her chest, the Chief snapped forward.
 
   Ready to get back into the fight.
 
   “We still need to find a way to contact Nightingale.”
 
   “Aye, sir,” her crew said with renewed vigor.
 
   They’d all been handed a second chance.
 
   They would use it.
 
   “The Star Forces Heavy Cruiser Magellan is contacting us,” an ensign snapped.
 
   “What, how? How are they breaking through the Forgotten’s dampening field?” The Chief snapped towards the communication console.
 
   “Chief Malax,” Captain Volstav of the Magellan didn’t pause, “you need a hand?”
 
   “Volstav,” the Chief breathed with relief. She’d served with him at the Academy. “Am I glad to see you. How are you contacting us?”
 
   “We’ve found a way to interrupt the Forgotten’s dampening field. We’re propagating it to the rest of the fleet. We’ll disable the dampening field in five.”
 
   “Godammit, this is a miracle.”
 
   “You’re not the only engineering genius in the fleet,” Volstav chuckled. “Then again, you always did try to do everything on your own.”
 
   She understood his comment. “I’m here to win this battle and save the galaxy, Volstav. Nothing more. Maybe I was resistance before, now I’m just here to do what needs to be done.”
 
   “Right you are.”
 
   “Now, can you piggyback our communications through yours? I need to contact the surface. It’s time to move to stage two of the battle.”
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I’d seen the flashes in the sky. I’d heard the desperation pitch through the Forgotten’s song.
 
   I knew what it meant.
 
   More ships had arrived.
 
   Finally the cavalry were here.
 
   It gave me immeasurable relief. But the relief would not last.
 
   The end was here.
 
   “Come and get me,” I said through gritted teeth, head still tilted towards the sky. Though I could not see the Death Giver, I could feel it. It now loomed so large in my mind it felt as if I’d swallowed a planet.
 
   At that exact moment, my comm PIP beeped. Not expecting it, I startled, jolting backward.
 
   “Nightingale?” it was the Chief.
 
   “I’m here. What’s happening up there?”
 
   “Long story. The cavalry are here.” She paused, as if deciding whether to share something. “Are you ready for the next stage of the attack?”
 
   I didn’t have to pause. “Yes.”
 
   “We’ve picked off enough jumpers, and now the cavalry are here, we can let the Death Giver through to you, then close in from behind and pick off as many ships as we can.”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   “Good luck, Alyssa.”
 
   “I won’t need it,” I said in a low but determined whisper.
 
   I still faced the sky.
 
   I was ready for this.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   As the Death Giver loomed in the atmosphere above me, so too did their song.
 
   It screeched in my mind, as loud as a battleship tearing apart.
 
   I didn’t give in to the chaos it spread. I clenched my hands and gave into the power of my implant instead.
 
   With a breath, I let my power build. And build. And build. Until it was all around me, that growing yellow-gold light a halo of burning energy.
 
   I lifted off my feet.
 
   My whole body burnt with energy. My arms, face, eyes – all of it was outlined with that ordered marching pattern of blazing illumination.
 
   As I lifted higher and higher into the sky, I connected to the endgame weapon behind me. I activated it with a single thought.
 
   It hummed into life behind me, sending a pulsing energy soaring into the sky.
 
   Soon I could see the assembled forces below me. They’d been out of sight in my small valley. Now as I rose above them on the wings of my own power, I saw them spread out below.
 
   I felt fear. Knew I did. Could sense it as it wound its way tighter and tighter around my heart. It felt as if it would squeeze the life from me.
 
   Yet I pushed it back.
 
   Too many had sacrificed their lives to reach this point.
 
   The Forgotten’s song swelled like a great choir. I opened up to it, but did not open a door to my mind.
 
   I closed my eyes.
 
   I felt their greed to acquire me. It was like a fire burning at the center of their hive mind.
 
   I used that greed as an avenue in. A root directly into the center of their thoughts. And plans.
 
   I opened my eyes just as the Death Giver burst through the upper layers of the atmosphere.
 
   It shot towards the planet, atmosphere burning all around it in a halo of fire.
 
   My hair whipped over my head and around my face, caught in the eddies of my power.
 
   I narrowed my eyes, tipped my head back, and brought my arms around, crossing them together.
 
   The ship stopped a few kilometers up, the sonic blast produced from its rapid descent slamming over the surface of the planet.
 
   With my arms crossed as if against a physical attack, I protected myself and my troops from the blast.
 
   Then I stared.
 
   At the giver of death.
 
   The ship was megalithic. There were few words that could describe just how large and imposing it was. It was as if a militarized moon had fallen through the sky.
 
   The song in my mind changed. For a single second it grew quiet.
 
   Quiet didn’t last.
 
   I felt them reach out towards me. As I gritted my teeth, I reached out towards them.
 
   I saw flashes of them in my mind's eye. Dark grey bodies, distended faces – just like the body drones I’d fought.
 
   Hundreds of them, thousands, millions.
 
   All yearning for the day the galaxy would be theirs once more.
 
   “It’ll never happen,” I said, lips paring back slowly over my teeth.
 
   With one final push, I gained full access to the mind.
 
   I connected.
 
   And I knew, with full certainty, what they would do next.
 
   I saw the battle unfolding in my mind’s eye.
 
   I swept a hand to the left, connecting to my troops just as the Death Giver sent a massive transport beam lancing out onto the barren rock-covered ground.
 
   It deposited an army of body drones. Thousands of them.
 
   They all blinked out of existence, reappearing near my troops.
 
   I whirled on the spot, conducting my arms out, grabbing hold of my troops.
 
   It was… impossible to describe the experience, impossible to comprehend what my mind was doing. I could see the resistance troops, and the Star Forces troops who’d joined them.
 
   And with nothing more than a thought, I could grasp hold of them as if I were clutching up chess pieces.
 
   I hated what I was doing, but I had no choice. It was the only way to defeat the body drones.
 
   Sure enough, as the body drones leapt upon the troops, I predicted the drones’ movements, and fought back.
 
   One electro blade at a time, one bullet at a time. Blow after blow after blow.
 
   My eyes were wide, lids driven back into my skull as I watched the battle from above. My power had burnt off my clothes, and now all that surrounded me was my whipping beating hair.
 
   The Death Giver sent wave after wave of drones down to the planet.
 
   I pushed them back.
 
   And time ticked on.
 
   A minute passed, and another.
 
   Only 18 to go.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   Finally. Finally I arrived.
 
   We arrived to chaos. Nothing but goddamn chaos. As our ship jumped right into the battle, I was met with a sight I couldn’t describe.
 
   The bodies of ships lay everywhere, panels, plating, seats, and frames drifting around me in a sea of destruction.
 
   Bodies too.
 
   I only saw them when they came close enough to the front of our ship to be discernible.
 
   The feeling that sank through my heart was indescribable. Pain and grief on a level no human could process.
 
   Argoza was silent beside me, eyes locked unblinkingly on the wall of death before us.
 
   We hadn’t jumped close enough to the primary battle to be caught up in the frenzy of fire.
 
   I could see it though. Explosions flashing in the dark of space, their light reflecting over every tumbling scrap of debris.
 
   I was silent as I programmed our path into the navigational console, charting a course right through the heart of the destruction and down to the planet below.
 
   I would be by her side.
 
   “Are transporters on line?” I asked the computer.
 
   “This ship does not have transport capabilities.”
 
   “Christ, of course it doesn’t.” Momentarily, I’d forgotten that.
 
   “Requesting transport from nearby Star Forces ships,” the computer said, automatically reverting to procedure. It was, after all, a Star Forces ship.
 
   Before disappointment could bloom through my heart, I received a message from the Magellan. “Relay coordinates. Our transporters are still on line. But we can’t account for the ride.”
 
   I’d transported enough to know what that meant.
 
   “You got any heavy armor and personnel weapons left?” I snapped as I sent along my coordinates.
 
   “We’ve got a spare set. Don’t worry, we’ll dress you on the way down.”
 
   I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Thanks.”
 
   “Good luck. Magellan out.”
 
   I stood and waited. Argoza watched me out of the corner of her eye. “What do I do?”
 
   “Make a difference,” I said as the Magellan’s transport beam sliced through the hull and latched onto me. “Good luck,” I managed before I was split apart at the subatomic level.
 
   I meant it.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I… I couldn’t keep everyone safe.
 
   As more and more battle drones transported down to the planet, I lost more and more people.
 
   Every death claimed a chunk of my soul. It rocked through me as if my body had been the one to tear apart under the body drones’ claws and teeth.
 
   The Forgotten were relentless.
 
   Unstoppable.
 
   I had managed to hold them back for ten minutes.
 
   But I had ten minutes left.
 
   I… there was no way I’d be able to do it.
 
   All this death and destruction would ultimately count for nothing.
 
   This was in vain.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I materialized on the planet.
 
   If orbit had looked like a sea of destruction, this was different. This was the apocalypse.
 
   I’d never seen anything like it. In a ship as you watch broken vessels drift by you have distance. You are in part protected from the emotional import of the scene.
 
   Here there was nothing protecting me from the destruction.
 
   Torn bodies littered the rocky crags. Dust clogged the tread of my shoes as I sprinted forward, and I knew where it came from – the disintegrated bodies of the body drones.
 
   My heart couldn’t process any of this.
 
   My mind forced a cold blanket of hard reason to settle over me, pushing all emotion behind a wall of action.
 
   Stop to stare at the dead, and I’d just join them.
 
   I had to get to Alyssa and fight by her side.
 
   Ultimately I would prove my father and Argoza wrong. I was not just one man. I could and would make a difference here.
 
   With that burning thought the only fuel I needed, I propelled myself over the rocky terrain.
 
   The Magellan hadn’t lied, and they’d outfitted me with damn fine tactical armor, arming me with a pair of directed hand guns and a modular rifle that could split apart and turn into mines.
 
   I also had two electro blades slung across my back.
 
   I reached around to them, plucked them out of their magnetic locks, and swung them forward. They blazed into life with a piercing zing that sang through the air.
 
   Just in time. As I rounded a corner and up a rise, I came across my first body drone.
 
   It flung itself towards me, just as another three drones blinked into existence all around me.
 
   Before I could pitch backward and be chopped in half by their claws, something happened.
 
   I felt… a presence wash over me. It was hard to describe, stranger to feel. It swept along my body like some disembodied touch.
 
   Then it grabbed hold of my limbs and moved me.
 
   I dodged past the drones as they lanced towards me. Somehow my arm came around, my electro blade swiping towards the nearest drone and collecting it right down the middle.
 
   My other blade span around, slashing the two remaining drones across the back.
 
   I was relentless. Or at least the force controlling me was.
 
   Alyssa.
 
   She was still alive out there.
 
   I smiled, gladdened my lips responded to the move.
 
   As soon as I’d dispatched the drones, that light touch disappeared and I stood on my own two feet once more.
 
   I broke over the rise of the hill and stared down into the brunt of the battle.
 
   I couldn’t describe it. Didn’t want to. Couldn’t settle my mind off what I had to do.
 
   So I powered towards the center. I could see her now, directly above the middle of the battle. She was encased in a halo of light, like some avenging angel who’d descended from heaven.
 
   Just beyond her was the Death Giver. As I stared in slack-jawed awe at the sheer size and menace of the ship, I saw something flit out of it, coming to a stop right in front of Alyssa.
 
   The targeting sensors in my armor locked onto it and identified it.
 
   Annabelle.
 
   Christ, it was Annabelle.
 
   …
 
   The Outer Supply Station
 
   The Chief still watched the battle from the bridge. Though the heat had been taken off the fleet now Alyssa fought the Death Giver, it was still hell up here.
 
   She’d never seen chaos like it.
 
   Still, she knew how to run her ship, so when a warning alarm blinked up for the barest second on the primary control panel, she thrust towards it. “Keep offering support to the Fleet main line.”
 
   They’d all started referring to the combined Star Forces, resistance, and pirate ships as the Fleet.
 
   It worked.
 
   Sure, it was just a word, but it drew everyone in under the same banner.
 
   She sunk her attention back on the panel.
 
   … There was unauthorized access to one of the secondary hangar bays.
 
   Someone was stealing a ship.
 
   She wouldn’t have been alerted had she not retrofitted that entire are to bypass the trashed central engineering deck.
 
   She narrowed her eyes and pulled her lips over her teeth. “Axis.”
 
   “What?” The closest tactical officer span in his seat to face her.
 
   She took a jerked step back. “There’s an unauthorized departure from docking bay Sigma. Stop it.”
 
   The tactical officer span back to his controls, locking one broken arm over the console for support as the fingers of his good hand tore over the controls. “It’s… it’s too late. We can’t. Whoever it is has overridden our controls.”
 
   “Crazy bastard. What does he think he’s going to do? The Forgotten will pick him off,” as the Chief said it, she wasn’t sure if it was a prediction or a wish. Sure, the man had been instrumental in developing the endgame weapon and preparing for the final stand, but he was still a monster. The Star Forces higher ups she could understand. She could even understand Admiral Shepherd. Cold hearted bastards willing to sacrifice anything for victory.
 
   Axis was in another league. Axis enjoyed this, she could tell. She’d been around long enough to understand minds like his. Great, but critically flawed. If he’d been an AI, he would have been stripped back and reprogrammed. Because minds like that, no matter how powerful, are as equally destructive as they are creative.
 
   “Track Axis’ ship.”
 
   “Aye, sir,” the officer said.
 
   The Chief stood there, head angled down, two arms locked on the primary panel.
 
   “… The Forgotten are leaving him alone. Their still concentrating on the Fleet’s primary defensive line.”
 
   The Chief paled.
 
   No. No. It would not be fair if that bastard got away. He’d secrete himself far off in some untouched system and continue his experiments. He’d find some other excuse to keep doling out torture in the name of science.
 
   And yet, she couldn’t afford to pull any forces from the front line to track him down. She refused to ignore H’agovan ’s sacrifice and jeopardize this victory.
 
   “Axis is preparing to jump,” the tactician warned.
 
   Just as the Chief curled all six hands into fists, there was a warning blare from the tactical officer’s console. “What is it?” she snapped.
 
   “Another ship. Some kind of light cruiser… wait. It’s Lieutenant Commander Shepherd’s ship. It’s headed towards Axis’ vessel.”
 
   “What? Shepherd’s down on the planet. Christ, it must be Argoza. What the hell is she doing?”
 
   The Chief watched in shock as Argoza’s ship powered towards Axis’ vessel. At first it looked as if Argoza was planning to share the same jump bubble as Axis, and flee the battle.
 
   For a split second, the Chief growled in anger. Nathan had sent a short sharp message detailing what had happened to him before he’d reached the surface of the planet.
 
   Argoza was clearly fleeing while she had the chance.
 
   Except that’s not what happened.
 
   Argoza’s ship powered towards Axis’, and struck the side of his vessel just as it jumped to warp. It was a perfectly calculated maneuver. It was effective, too.
 
   Both ships exploded in a halo of light as the beyond-light bubble collapsed around them.
 
   No one said anything.
 
   Not a word.
 
   The Chief nodded her head low. Argoza had just sacrificed her life. Yes, she’d done wrong. But no, that hadn’t been justified. And yet her sacrifice had made a difference.
 
   The Chief would always remember that and her.
 
   With a clearing breath, she twisted and continued barking orders.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   Now. Finally. We were here.
 
   I no longer thought of myself as a me. I had been completely subsumed into the hive mind.
 
   And yet… a part remained. Just a fragment. A shard of what had once been a mind.
 
   My mind.
 
   I held onto it with all the care of someone grasping a beating heart.
 
   I would hold onto it until the time was right, and then I would let it go….
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   Five minutes.
 
   Every second was an impossible battle.
 
   I couldn’t… couldn’t hold on.
 
   Then Williams arrived.
 
   I knew she would come before she materialized right in front of me. My connection to the hive was still in tact.
 
   They would use her to subdue me, destroy the remaining troops, and swoop in to claim the endgame weapon.
 
   I just needed to hold on for five more minutes.
 
   Williams moved. She didn’t pause to stare at me. She couldn’t.
 
   She didn’t have eyes anymore.
 
   Or a face.
 
   Her body was just an ethereal outline of bright white energy. It was like fighting the center of a dying sun.
 
   “Williams!” the word cracked from my throat even though it was useless. My connection to the Forgotten hive told me she was completely at their mercy.
 
   That didn’t stop me. “Williams!” I tried again. “You can fight it. You can push the hive back.”
 
   She didn’t respond. Instead they moved her body towards me, so much power building across the tips of her fingers and the lengths of her arms it looked as if she would explode.
 
   She sent a blast towards me. It was so powerful I had to yank my mind from the troops below. I brought up both arms and braced them before me, using every ounce of my power to hold her off.
 
   It was barely enough.
 
   Her energy ripped and tore and burnt around me. It was like being stuck in a gravitational storm. It felt as if my whole body would be pulled apart.
 
   “Williams!” I screamed once more. My mind told me there was no point, but I couldn’t stop myself.
 
   In many ways, she’d been my only friend. When she’d found out about my history, she’d embraced me.
 
   I owed her for that.
 
   She swiped towards me again, another blast of power spinning around me.
 
   It thrust me back, sent me tumbling tens of meters backwards. I had to concentrate with all my mind not to lose my grip on my power and fall back to earth.
 
   “Just… fight me, end this. Please, end this,” someone said.
 
   It took me a startled moment until I realized it was Williams. She didn’t have lips anymore, but had transported her request directly along the same communication lines the Forgotten used.
 
   “Williams!” I screamed.
 
   She attacked again, her body thrusting forward, a violent wave of power arcing towards me.
 
   It struck me across the face, twisted me around, and sent me spinning down to the ground.
 
   I couldn’t control my descent.
 
   I saw the ground flash up from below me.
 
   Just before I struck it, I regained control of my power and began floating again.
 
   Williams zoomed in towards me, snaked out with her flowing arms, and pinned me by the shoulders.
 
   I pushed out with my power.
 
   I couldn’t stop her.
 
   She drove me right into the ground.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   God. One minute. 60 seconds.
 
   I watched the battle, unable to do a goddamn thing. At the same time I had to fight for my life and the lives of everyone around me.
 
   Now Alyssa was engaged in a deadly fight with Williams, she’d stopped controlling us troops.
 
   We had to fight on our own.
 
   I span around, slicing the closest drone across its side, dust scattering over my armored gloves and feet.
 
   At every opportunity I snapped my head to the side and stared at Alyssa.
 
   Just in time I saw her falling from the sky. Williams rammed into Alyssa and drove her into the ground.
 
   “Alyssa!” I screamed. “Alyssa! Hold on!”
 
   All hell broke loose.
 
   50 seconds.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   Williams drove me into the ground so hard the rock cracked. Her burning face pressed close to mine. If it weren’t for the remnants of my power, my skin would have seared off.
 
   “W-Williams,” I managed to push her name from my torn and cracked throat. “Williams. Push past their control. D-do it.”
 
   As she pushed into me, it became almost impossible to hold the Forgotten back.
 
   I was starting to black out. My mind being consumed by those growing riotous voices.
 
   I felt my body go limp.
 
   Then I heard his voice.
 
   “Alyssa! Alyssa! Hold on!”
 
   Shepherd. It had to be Shepherd. My body couldn’t be mistaken as tingles of recognition poured into my tired limbs.
 
   Williams heard him too. For a brief instant she slackened her grip and shifted her head towards his voice.
 
   I took the opportunity. I slammed into her, drawing as deep as I could and dredging up every last scrap of power. With a powerful cry ripping from my throat I pushed my implants to full.
 
   All I had to do was hold her and the Forgotten off.
 
   30 seconds.
 
   …
 
   Annabelle Williams
 
   This… this was it. I could feel it now.
 
   The end. Rushing towards me.
 
   I could see Alyssa. She was right in front of me, and just beyond stood Shepherd.
 
   My friends.
 
   I still had a mind. Still had a heart pumping somewhere under the cloud of this power.
 
   And I would use them.
 
   “Fight it,” Alyssa begged once more as she fought me with renewed vigor.
 
   She was doing the impossible and holding us back. But she couldn’t forever. In a few seconds I would break her. No, they would.
 
   But I could hold them back.
 
   I could.
 
   I had not chosen this path. I had fallen into it.
 
   I had not chosen to be here at the end of our civilization, but I was.
 
   And this would not be the end.
 
   I sank my mind into my limbs, calling to my implants.
 
   All I needed was to hold them off for 20 more seconds.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   20 seconds.
 
   Williams sprang towards me just as I pumped all my remaining power in a spinning arc around my body.
 
   I sprang forward to meet her.
 
   I used everything I had – every thought, every loss, and every dream. They welled within my stomach and powered into my hands.
 
   Williams and I met. I felt the wall of the hive mind behind her every move.
 
   I faced them with everything I had.
 
   Each second span into an eternity.
 
   The hive reached out to me.
 
   I… saw right into Williams’ blazing face.
 
   And asked once more, “Fight it.”
 
   She did.
 
   Just as her power threatened to overcome me, she stopped.
 
   “Live for me. Survive for us all.” With that, she turned.
 
   Just as she did, I heard the Forgotten scream.
 
   They sent a sudden blast towards Williams, a wave of drones amassing upon her.
 
   I used the last ounce of my power to protect Williams and disintegrate the drones.
 
   Then I fell.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I watched Alyssa fall, all power gone from her form. I watched Williams stand back. She made eye contact with me.
 
   It couldn’t have been for more than half a second. She didn’t have eyes anymore, and yet that didn’t matter. I knew what she was trying to convey.
 
   I faced her and I let two words crack from my lips, “thank you.”
 
   She turned and pushed towards the Death Giver.
 
   Five seconds.
 
   Williams started to attack the outside of the Death Giver, using her unimaginable power to pull off the outside hull with the ease of someone peeling an orange.
 
   The body drones still left around me cried. Then surged towards me.
 
   I brought up my gun.
 
   Two seconds. I reached Alyssa and hovered over her body.
 
   1 second. A drone jumped for the endgame device.
 
   I bodily threw myself at it and rammed my arms around its throat, a scream tearing from my lips.
 
   It reached its deadly claws behind itself and latched them around my throat.
 
   It squeezed.
 
   0 seconds.
 
   Before the drone could rip my head off, the endgame weapon engaged.
 
   It send out a single vibrant blue pulse.
 
   Then nothing.
 
   At first nothing happened.
 
   Then the drone with its clawed-grip around my throat shivered.
 
   In a single second, it turned to dust.
 
   All around me, drones melted away, and high, high in the sky, the Death Giver convulsed. Great waves of disruption rippled over the hull like stones thrown in a puddle.
 
   I stared in astonishment as the Death Giver crumpled.
 
   Like the drones, it turned into dust.
 
   A massive cloud of dust that swept down and covered the planet as the ship was disrupted at the quantum level and every constituent molecule pulled apart.
 
   I snapped down and protected Alyssa. Though the dust was thick, the marching winds of the planet scattered it everywhere, ensuring it wasn’t thick enough to bury us.
 
   I brought her up.
 
   She was still.
 
   Her arms were bleeding from injuries to her elbows.
 
   … God, it was over.
 
   “Alyssa. Alyssa, you did it.” My voice croaked from my throat. “It’s over. You did it.”
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
   I held her against me, her head lolled against my shoulder, her hair half covering her face.
 
   I brought up a hand and brushed the strands from her eyes.
 
   Her eyes were open, but that was it. She could not appear to move and she could not speak.
 
   “Alyssa, it’s over.” My voice grew quieter and quieter as my parched and cracked throat struggled for air.
 
   Time slipped by until the remaining Star Forces and pirate vessels started to touch down all around, ready to shepherd what was left of the survivors to safety.
 
   And begin the cleanup.
 
   We rested there and watched.
 
   Slowly I tilted my head up, beyond the destruction, beyond the battle field. Up into the sky.
 
   The sun was still shining.
 
   And as I embraced Alyssa tighter, I knew that’s all that mattered.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   It had been three weeks.
 
   Alyssa was only now coming around from her induced coma.
 
   I was right by her bedside in the Ra’xon’s medical bay.
 
   My father and Argoza had been wrong. As I huddled around Alyssa’s medical bed, I watched the Star Forces, pirates, and resistance work together as one. Far from leading to civil war, this hard-won victory had united us in a way none could have predicted.
 
   And perhaps that was the real fault in my father’s character, and Argoza’s too. They had never accepted that the first step to achieving peace is realizing it’s possible.
 
   A lesson I had now learned.
 
   Alyssa started to rouse.
 
   I pushed closer to her bed, pushing a hand out and locking it on her shoulder.
 
   Her bleary eyes blinked at me. It took her a long time to lock her gaze on me.
 
   With my hand pressing gently into her arm, I smiled with all my heart. “It’s over,” I whispered.
 
   “… Over?”
 
   I nodded, never letting that smile shift. “You did it, Alyssa.”
 
   At first I thought she would drift back into unconsciousness, but she rallied and looked right up at me. “We did it.” She corrected. “We all did it.”
 
   Silence filtered through the bustling med bay.
 
   Yes. We had all achieved this.
 
   I took a breath. Large, deep, it dispelled a pressure from far within my chest.
 
   It was over.
 
   At first Alyssa looked happy, ecstatic even, then a cloud pushed over her features, her lips dropping open and her eyes drooping. “How… long do I have left?”
 
   “Alyssa, you did it – it’s over. You defeated the Forgotten. We’re all safe now.”
 
   She still wouldn’t smile. “The 78 dependence is going to kill me,” she noted quietly.
 
   I did not remove my hand from her shoulder. I leaned in until I looked right into her eyes. “You’ve been cured.”
 
   At first it looked as if she hadn’t heard me. No recognition flared in her gaze. Then slowly her lips parted. “That’s impossible,” she croaked.
 
   “The remnants of the Fleet came together. Our best scientists worked on a cure. And they found one.”
 
   “The Fleet?”
 
   “It’s what we’re calling the survivors. We banded together,” I said, pride ringing through my tone, “all of us. Our respective histories are irrelevant. All that matters is we’re willing to build the same future. One for all of us.”
 
   “… Wait, how long have I been out?”
 
   My lips curled into a harder smile. “Three weeks.”
 
   “Three weeks?!” Alarm spiked through her voice and she tried to push up.
 
   “Hey, steady. Don’t worry, I’ll tell you everything. But all that matters right now, Alyssa Nightingale, is this is over. You won. And we will have a future together.” I reached down and plucked up her hand, not caring I was in full view of other officers.
 
   “Over?” she repeated in a quiet voice.
 
   “Over.” I leaned in and kissed her on the head.
 
   …
 
   Alyssa Nightingale
 
   I sat in the observational room, Nathan at my side.
 
   We shared a serene silence.
 
   One we’d earned.
 
   In my hand I held my implants. Their broken remnants had been removed from my elbows.
 
   Nathan took a large breath, chest punching out and settling low. He turned to me. He didn’t say anything, didn’t have to.
 
   “You probably need to get back to your duties. I imagine coordinating the Fleet is a lot more worthwhile than sitting here and staring at the view with me.” I closed my hand around my implants and turned to him.
 
   He shook his head and smiled. “It’s just as worthwhile as sitting here and enjoying the view with you. We’ve earned this, Alyssa,” his voice dropped low with a somber quality, “we should appreciate every moment of peace.”
 
   I held his gaze as long as I could, then swallowed and dropped it back to my hand. I cautiously opened my fingers, staring at my implants.
 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” he said as he leaned past and closed my hand with his own. “You may not have your implants anymore, but that doesn’t matter.”
 
   “I can’t contribute,” I said hoarsely as I stared at the view. “I feel useless.”
 
   “Alyssa,” he said, disbelief shaking his tone, “without you, we wouldn’t have a future. You sacrificed more than anyone else. You would be completely justified in sitting back and never working again. The galaxy owes you, not the other way around. Plus, I heard from the Chief you’re turning into a damn fine engineer.”
 
   “Yeah, but I can’t shift walls around with my mind any more…” what started off as a joke petered out.
 
   He closed his hand further around my own. “Alyssa.” He didn’t say anything more than my name. Instead he brought his hand up and rested it against my cheek, thumb brushing down the line of my jaw.
 
   “Nathan?”
 
   “You’ll be fine. You’ll adjust.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   It took a moment for a smile to flicker in his eyes. “I’d promise you the galaxy.”
 
   “I don’t want the galaxy.” I pressed in close and kissed his throat. “I just want you.”
 
   And peace.
 
   A peace I had helped achieve.
 
   As we pressed together and embraced, my hair slipping over his shoulder as my hand pressed into his back, I realized he was right: I would adjust. I was already adjusting.
 
   I no longer had my implants. Now I had freedom instead.
 
   It would take a while to spread my wings, but I could feel them regrowing. Through every tight embrace, every kiss, every laugh, and every day.
 
   I would regrow.
 
   …
 
   Lieutenant Commander Nathan Shepherd
 
   I knew it wasn’t really over. In many ways it was just beginning.
 
   There was a whole new galaxy before us rising from the ashes as the other fell away. I knew we had to be strong to keep the peace we’d attained.
 
   I would face this challenge.
 
   For my father and Argoza had been wrong. In preparing for war, they had created it. In preparing for peace, we had created ours.
 
   The peace may not last. Nothing ever does. But through every effort I strove to secure it.
 
   I was a new man, Alyssa a new woman. We’d come out of the crucible reborn.
 
   They say you can’t make gold from lead. They’re right. But you can change a man’s heart and alter the course of history. And those are tasks more worthy.
 
   Thank you for reading The Crucible Series.
 
    
 
   Sign up for my newsletter to be notified of new releases.
 
    
 
   Did you like this book? There’s plenty more where that came from.
 
   Sci-Fi Adventures by Odette C. Bell:
 
   A Plain Jane
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   Ouroboros Series (Miniseries #1 of the Galactic Coalition Academy Series)
 
   Broken (Miniseries #2 of the Galactic Coalition Academy Series)
 
   Axira (Miniseries #3 of the Galactic Coalition Academy Series)
 
    
 
   Read on for an excerpt from Axira
 
    
 
   She is different. Powerful. A solider of centuries.
 
   For 450 years she was enslaved to one of the masters of the Kore sects. She was forced to fight in endless battles. War, destruction, desolation – all wrought by her.
But then she escapes. Seeking revenge on her master, she turns to the only group powerful enough to help her – the Coalition.
 
   She joins the Academy. It should be easy. It isn’t. She rapidly finds out that despite her raw power, she needs more to become an effective recruit.
 
   But now is not the time for failure. There is a spy on Academy grounds – a spy who is tearing the Coalition’s intelligence to shreds. She finds herself drawn into the hunt. A hunt she will not lose. For she is Axira, the most powerful spacer in the Milky Way ….
 
   Axira is a four-episode miniseries. A space opera with plenty of action and adventure, and just a dash of romance, it is the third instalment in the Galactic Coalition Academy series.
 
    
 
   I sat on the transport, staring at the wall. My charge was next to me. I paid as little attention to him as I could manage.
 
   I just wanted this mission to be over. But then, as soon as it was, there would be a new one. For the past 450 years of my internment, I had not rested, I had not slept, I had simply done the bidding of my master.
 
   “These fools won't know what hit them,” my charge growled from my side.
 
   I did not reply. Even if I had wanted to, I could not. The two pock-marked bracelets over my wrists would not let me.
 
   They locked me in. Though they were not attached to shackles, they fed straight into my body and mind. They translated the orders of my master straight to my brain. I did as he bid, and only as he bid.
 
   I was a spacer.
 
   One of the strongest. The jewel in my master’s crown. Along with my sisters and brothers we had assured him dominance over his section of space for centuries.
 
   “I cannot wait to see their faces puff up like jelly in the depths of space. We will push them out the airlocks,” my charge continued.
 
   He was a repulsive character. From his figure to his voice, if I could have, I would have recoiled. Instead I sat there, close to his side, eyes staring ahead, hands rested on my thighs.
 
   Soon it would begin. My master had sent me here to ensure my charge’s safety, to ensure his mission ran according to plan.
 
   The plan and the mission were as nasty as my charge. He would take over this transport, kill the crew and passengers, and take their cargo as his own.
 
   Soon it would begin. I felt nothing but disgust. It was strange I could still conjure the emotion; for centuries I had completed missions like this and worse. Yet still there flickered a sense of disgust at the things my hands did without my permission.
 
   One day I would break free, I promised myself. I had been promising this same thing for centuries.
 
   One day I would find the key to break the shackles that kept me aligned to my master.
 
   One day.
 
   ...
 
   At approximately 07:34, the attack began. My charge and his mercenaries produced their pulse weapons, and with gleeful expressions, overran the crew.
 
   I sat there.
 
   I stared at the wall.
 
   At one point a member of the crew rushed up to me, mistakenly believing I was immobilized from fear, that I was one of the passengers and worthy of protection.
 
   He placed his hand on my shoulder, his face, plastered with sweat and contorted in terror, coming close to my own. “Get out of here, get to the escape pods. I’ll keep them distracted.”
 
   My arm moved up. Faster than the crewman would have been capable of seeing.
 
   My hand latched around his throat.
 
   I was still looking at the wall.
 
   I threw him effortlessly against it.
 
   There was a thud and a snap. He lay still.
 
   I stood.
 
   I could not rush to his side to see if I had killed him; the bracelets locked out all control of my body. All I could do was watch the blood slowly trickle down from his nose.
 
   From that point on, I did as my master dictated. Activating a subspace pocket, I pulled out my energy blade. The pocket opened up before me like a black hole. I alone could push my hand inside to retrieve my weapon. The subspace distortions would have ripped apart a human or any other soft-fleshed alien race.
 
   Walking forward, wielding my blade, I helped my charge overcome the transport. Though the crew had fought valiantly up to that point, managing to pin the mercenaries in the engine room, their fight was over as soon as I arrived.
 
   There was nothing they could do. There was nothing I could do either.
 
   I watched as I decimated them.
 
   Then I walked calmly through the destruction to the bridge of the ship.
 
   There I found my charge pawing over a control panel.
 
   I stood by his side, leaning on my weapon, which was as tall as I was with a glaive-like blade at the end. It crackled and charged with energy that rippled down my arm, seeping into my skin with nothing but a tingle.
 
   Below me it singed the hull.
 
   “They’ve put out a distress call,” my charge snapped. He was from a race of boar-like creatures. Two prominent, pointed tusks stuck out from his mouth, always dripping with saliva as his long tongue flicked over them. Compound, yellow eyes blinked out at the world, and a shaggy mass of black, dirt-flecked hair fell from his shoulders.
 
   “Commander,” one of the mercenaries looked up, unmistakable worry creasing his brow, “A ship is responding. It is already in the system. It will be here in minutes. We should accelerate to light speed.”
 
   My charge, the commander of this unit, laughed. Slobber spluttered out of his mouth and landed on the panel he still leant over. “Let them come.” He turned to me, his eyes glinting.
 
   I still stood exactly where I had come to rest moments before. My blade still crackled in my hand. I still stared at the wall.
 
   There I would remain until my master told me otherwise.
 
   “Let them come,” my charge roared louder, his voice shaking through the small bridge room.
 
   His call was picked up by the other mercenaries, and they all smashed their hands down onto the panels and railings before them, stamping their feet, roaring, and preparing for battle.
 
   But the battle would not be theirs, only the victory would be. The fighting would be all mine.
 
   I could not shift my gaze. I could not turn to face the main computer screen. I could not find out what ship was coming to the transport’s aid. I would not know until it arrived. I would not know until I saw their faces. Seconds later, I would claim victory over them.
 
   I had no choice.
 
   As the time to their arrival neared, my charge snapped up from his chair. He had lodged himself in the central command seat, but his bilious form was too large for the arm rests. As he jumped up, he ripped off one of them and it struck my leg, resting against my foot.
 
   I felt it though I could not see it; I could not look down.
 
   They all rushed past me.
 
   “Where are the passengers and the rest of the crew?” My charge roared, licking his tusks as he headed for the air lift that would take him from the bridge to the rest of the ship in seconds.
 
   “In the hangar bay.”
 
   “Be ready to open it once they arrive.”
 
   With that, they left the room.
 
   They knew better than to turn to me and order me to follow them; I did not work for them.
 
   My master had loaned me to their mission for one reason: to curry their favor. And if their favor was not to be had, I would receive orders to turn on them.
 
   A favor from my master was a dangerous thing.
 
   If their actions did not please him in the future, my sisters and brothers would be sent after these mercenaries. No matter where they escaped to in this galaxy, my sisters and brothers would hunt them down.
 
   I stood there, staring at the same section of wall I could not turn from without a direct order.
 
   As I did, the onboard computer beeped in warning. “Ship approaching, speed one quarter light speed. Estimated arrival 23 seconds. They are establishing communication. Re-routing now.”
 
   I saw the reflected light of the main computer screen change color. No doubt it had just flickered on to show the ship that was soon to come to this transport’s aid.
 
   “This is the Coalition Ship Zeus. We have received your distress call. We have scanned your vessel. We are picking up 8 Barbarian Mercenaries and 1 unknown life form. Please respond.”
 
   No one would respond.
 
   “If you do not respond, we will have to board your vessel.”
 
   I stood there and stared at the wall.
 
   “This is Coalition space. Under the Pax Accords, all transports travelling through this area are—”
 
   I reached out. I brought my blade down into the panel closest to me. It cut through it with ease.
 
   My master did not wish to hear the rest.
 
   Sparks erupted from the panel, flames licking up and tracking over the broken glass and metal.
 
   I turned.
 
   I walked towards the air lift.
 
   I tried to close off my mind. Withdraw. I did not want to witness what I would do next. But I could not close my eyes, and there was nowhere to run to.
 
   I was a prisoner in my own mind.
 
   The ship shook as I exited the air lift.
 
   I knew that the Zeus must have latched onto the transport with its docking clamps.
 
   Soon its security officers and troops would board.
 
   I felt the subtle vibrations in the hull under my feet. They had boarded two floors up.
 
   I did not rush. I kept the same steady pace, my unblinking eyes staring ahead as I held my blade by my side.
 
   I passed injured passengers and crew.
 
   I passed the destruction the mercenaries had brought upon the transport. Panels had been ripped from the walls, conduits had been pulled from the floor, like guts from an animal.
 
   Everything was charred, seared with black streaks from the blasts of pulse weapons. The acrid smell of burnt flesh and metal filled my nostrils. I could not have coughed against it even if I had wanted to.
 
   I heard my footsteps, gentle and rhythmic, as they echoed through the broken corridor.
 
   The ship gave another shake. I did not lose my balance even though a section of bulkhead nearest to me groaned and fell away from the wall, smashing through the floor, exposing a set of sparking circuits that crackled and danced.
 
   I walked right over them.
 
   They could not damage me. Their excess energy merely translated up my legs, through my body, and into my blade.
 
   When I reached the end of the corridor, I turned towards an air lift.
 
   It was broken. A woman lay inside, burns to her face and arms, her simple black tunic ripped and tattered.
 
   The panel above her head had been shot, its sparks still churning out, falling towards her and singeing her hair and clothes.
 
   One of her arms was stretched out towards it. She had obviously been shot seconds from escape.
 
   I couldn’t shed a tear for her. Instead I walked in. Using my boot, I pushed her legs forward so the door could close. Then I leaned over to the panel and placed my hand flat against it. The exposed wires and jagged metal could not hurt me. No doubt they had killed the woman, but they did nothing to me. Instead I pushed into them until my bracelet was flush with what remained of the panel.
 
   Energy and data transferred from the scratched and marked gold over to the panel. Within seconds the air lift lurched and began to ascend.
 
   I stood there, bracelet still flush with the panel, wide eyes staring out at the seared wall.
 
   The air lift shuddered to a halt.
 
   I turned.
 
   It opened.
 
   I saw them.
 
   The security team from the Coalition ship. They wore the classic Coalition uniform; neat tunics and pants with trim collars and pips. They came from every race. From the humans to the Bakarians to the Paranians. Every race that had joined the Coalition.
 
   The man closest to the lift brought up his weapon. There was a moment where he stared at me, and maybe compassion softened his features. Then his gaze flicked down to the woman by my feet.
 
   “Surrender your weapon,” he snapped.
 
   He was human.
 
   In seconds the other security officers around him all brought their regulation pulse rifles up too.
 
   They pointed them at me.
 
   I waited. Not because I wanted to, not because I could see the concern on their faces and appreciate why they were here. Only because my master decreed it. He was toying with them.
 
   “Surrender your weapon,” the human shouted again.
 
   He was their captain. I had met Coalition forces before, I understood their command structure, and I knew to look for the pips on their collars or stripes on their shoulders.
 
   “You will die, human,” I said.
 
   My voice was distant. It always was. Every word I had spoken over the past 450 years had always been a surprise to me. I spoke only what a creature beyond my mind dictated, never what I chose to.
 
   I walked forward.
 
   Reluctantly they opened fire. I recognized their hesitation; I saw their captain’s face. I appreciated the confusion and sorrow.
 
   Their bullets slammed into me.
 
   Each one fed up my body and into my blade. Without knowing it, they were making me stronger.
 
   I pulled my blade up, swinging it around, aiming for the captain.
 
   An ensign jostled into him, knocking him to the side.
 
   My blade, crackling with energy, slammed into the ensign instead.
 
   He was blasted back down into the corridor. He skidded along the floor, coming to a rest meters away, body limp, clothes covered in black marks.
 
   “Fall back, fall back,” I heard the captain plead.
 
   They kept shooting at me.
 
   I walked forward. My footsteps were calm, even, paced. I chose to hear them above the screams and fire.
 
   I brought my blade around, catching another crewman closest to me.
 
   They did not have a chance.
 
   “Our bullets aren’t having an effect; hold your fire, hold your fire.” The captain grabbed at the woman to his side and pulled her back, pushing her out of my path.
 
   “What the hell is she, what is she?”
 
   “We can’t leave Mathers behind.”
 
   “He’s dead, we have to get to the passengers.”
 
   I heard their screams. I watched their faces contort in horror and anguish at their fallen comrades.
 
   “Running scans, Captain, I have no idea what that weapon is, but it’s definitely absorbing our blasts,” a lieutenant shouted as he ducked behind a broken section of bulkhead that had come away from the wall.
 
   “Fall back, head for the other lift.” The captain, though he was out of my immediate reach, still looked right at me.
 
   Brave and stupid. Couldn’t he see that there was nothing he could do? Couldn’t he see that his forces were hopelessly outnumbered? If he wanted to protect his crew, he had to fall back.
 
   I could not share with him my thoughts, all I could do was shout them silently in my mind.
 
   When every one of his crew had reached the air lift at the opposite end of the corridor, he closed it using a device on his wrist.
 
   As the doors hissed closed, one of his crewmen jumped forward. “What are you doing—”
 
   The captain pushed him back, the door closing over a section of his sleeve. He yanked it out, his uniform ripping up his arm.
 
   “She’s after me,” the captain answered, even though his crew were now safely locked in the air lift and out of earshot.
 
   Yes, I was. My master believed you should always cut off the head first. Without a commander, a crew falls apart.
 
   I walked towards him. He backed away, always facing me.
 
   He brought his arms up. “Let us help them, please, just let us help them.”
 
   “You will die, human,” my lips moved of their own accord. My words chosen by my master. They were beamed right into my mind.
 
   He kept his arms in front of him, dirt and sweat dripping down his brow. “We’ve still got people in there. Please, you can take the transport. Just let us get them out.”
 
   My arm moved up, my energy blade held firmly in my grip. I twisted it around until I held it out straight, blocking off the path behind me. The tip crackled and spat, energy arcing down and travelling through the handle and into my arm. It did not hurt; I could hardly feel it save for the lightest of tickles.
 
   I looked on at him passionlessly. I saw the desperation eating away at his features, yet he still stood. The pulse rifle was still in one of his hands, his ripped sleeve dangling over it.
 
   He did not give up.
 
   “Please, we can’t leave them. Just let us save them. You can take the god damned ship.”
 
   “You will die, human,” I repeated.
 
   The section of corridor we were in was damaged, and as I stood there emotionlessly, my arm stretched out from my side as I blocked the path behind me, one of the conduits above exploded. Pipes and circuits erupted out of it, slamming against my face and shoulders.
 
   Though they burnt, I did not move. I could withstand so much more.
 
   I saw him double back, bring his arms up over his face to protect himself from the blast and crackle of the steam and circuits.
 
   He flinched as his exposed arm burnt.
 
   Up to that point I had been wearing a hood. Black, it covered my face and body. Only my boots and arms were bare.
 
   The captain brought his gun up and shot at the conduit above me.
 
   There was an explosion this time. It slammed into me from above, ripping my cloak off my shoulders. It pushed me down onto one knee, the metal of the floor buckling underneath me. I jumped forward before I could fall through it.
 
   I flipped, twisting in the air, landing behind the captain, bringing my blade forward.
 
   There was a moment just after I landed where he stared at me. Stumbling back, his eyes grew unmistakably wide. I saw the whites, saw the pupils all but shake with terror.
 
   “Spacer, you’re a spacer,” he choked out.
 
   The room was filling with dark foul smoke from the exposed conduit. He leaned forward and spluttered into his hand, coughing heavily, torso heaving as he did. But as soon as his fit was over, those startled eyes locked back onto me.
 
   “What are you doing here? This is just a simple transport. There’s nothing here but cargo.”
 
   My master would soon be done playing with this man.
 
   The captain kept shifting back, movements jerky as he coughed and spluttered against the smoke.
 
   “There’s nothing here for you,” he repeated, desperate.
 
   “But your death,” I said.
 
   He shuddered. But he didn’t turn to run from my promise. His eyes drifted over me, those pupils still shaking.
 
   I caught my own reflection at that moment in the swinging panel of a service duct that had come loose from the ceiling above.
 
   My skin was covered in lines, channels of energy that would glow in the dark. Patterns that shifted like wind across sand. I wore white armor, and the channels from my skin tracked across it too. Covering my eyes was a visor, opaque to the captain, it offered no hindrance to my view.
 
   “Just … just let them live.” The Captain ran out of corridor. His back slammed up against a door. It was half jammed open, but the space it left was too small for the man to fit through.
 
   He should have been like an animal trapped in the corner, except he did not lash out and neither did he crumple to his feet and shake in fear.
 
   He faced me.
 
   I brought my blade forward.
 
   I did not want to kill this man. I understood what he was doing. I understood his sacrifice. I knew how loathsome those mercenaries were. I knew the horror my master had in store for all.
 
   I had never wanted to kill anyone, but I could no longer count the number of times I had wielded my blade.
 
   Just before I brought it forward, his face slackened, not with surrender, but compassion. “You don’t have to do this.”
 
   My blade stopped.
 
   No, I stopped it.
 
   I had done this precious few times over the past 450 years. Overridden my master’s orders.
 
   If I had not experienced it, I would not have been so sure that escape was possible, that one day I would finally be able to shrug off my shackles.
 
   He hadn’t sucked in a breath since my blade had stopped just against his chest. I was close to him, my arms ready to tense at any second and plunge my weapon through his chest.
 
   He looked into my eyes.
 
   I have no idea what he saw.
 
   At that moment the pain began. It stabbed into my mind.
 
   My master trying to reassert his control.
 
   I had never lasted this long before. My other brushes with freedom had lasted for fractions of a second. Long enough to know it was possible, but nothing more.
 
   The captain, those shifting pupils still locked on me, began to move. He shifted to the side, my blade scraping across his uniform and cutting it easily. Shimmying, he managed to squeeze past it.
 
   I heard him take several steps then he tapped something. “Lock weapons onto my coordinates. Prepare to space this section, that’s an order.”
 
   It would kill him. If the weapons of his cruiser obliterated this section of the transport, it would kill the captain instantly.
 
   It would not kill me. I would be lost in the rubble as I drifted out into space, but I would find a way back inside the ship. I would finish what I had started. He would be buying himself precious few minutes.
 
   “Captain, you’re still there, we can’t—” someone snapped over the captain’s wireless com line.
 
   “That’s an order.”
 
   My master still fought me. The bracelets I wore sunk into my skin like hands around my wrists, exerting their control, sending their tendrils further into my body, sending their messages to my brain, trying to override my control to claim me again.
 
   Somehow I still fought.
 
   Then I felt it. The energy surging towards the ship.
 
   I moved back, brought up my blade, and slammed it forward. As I did, it created a shield. It arced, beautiful and blue, all around me and down into the corridor.
 
   The ship rocked back, the hull in front of my shield suddenly erupting in an enormous, bright blast.
 
   Sections of hull melted in seconds, others tore free, ripping conduits, pipes, and panels out and sending them slamming away into the dark space beyond.
 
   My shield held.
 
   It hurt.
 
   Every bone, every muscle, every fiber of my being.
 
   I could only keep it up for seconds. It would tax me of my energy, shut me down.
 
   As it weakened me, my master struggled harder to gain hold.
 
   I lasted long enough for the captain of the Coalition Ship Zeus to fall back, run to the nearest air lift, and leave the level.
 
   Then I shut down, I succumbed.
 
   Blackness claimed me, but as it did, one thought settled in deeper than the rest.
 
   I had claimed many lives, fought many battles for a master who cared only for destruction.
 
   Yet that day, for the first time, I had fought back long enough to make a difference.
 
   I had saved that Coalition captain.
 
   It gave me the faith I so desperately needed to believe that one day I could save myself.
 
   The end of the excerpt. The rest of the four-part Axira series is currently available.
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